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Rub Rabbits! 


A THOUGH SONIC Team’s mini-game compilation Project Rub 





was originally sold as a demonstration of what Nintendo DS 
™ was Capable of, it was actually the unique art style, story and ^ 

sounds that captured our imagination most. So, when Sega = s$ 
" came to create the sequel, Rub Rabbits, it capitalised on this ISP huld 4 
fact by pushing the presentation to its natural conclusion, p^ a 
making the campest game of all time. 

Known as ‘Where Do Babies Come From?’ in Japan, The Rub 

Rabbits! used characters completely in silhouette, meaning 
that emotions had to be expressed through exaggerated 
movements, which only heightened the comedy value. The 
romance plot was one of the silliest ever written and is 
reflected in the ludicrous mini-games - is breathing fire 
toward murderous robots really the best way to a girl’s heart? 
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On the eve of the European release of 
No More Heroes, games" met the titles 
enigmatic creator, Suda 51, for a chat 
about his past, present and future... 


oichi Suda, better known by his nickname 
Suda 51, is among a small number of 
people in the videogame industry that can 
be accurately described as an auteur. With 
just 40 people employed at his independent 
studio, Grasshopper Manufacture, Suda has a 
company that is small enough that Its self-appointed 
director can remain a major creative force in the 
development of its games. Each of which has an 
instantly recognisable, unmistakable style. 

The reason for this isn't to Suda's credit alone. After 
all, he refers to Grasshopper as a videogame band", 
made up of a small group of like-minded individuals, 
who ensure that the visuals, sound and feel of each 
of their games maintain a clear, shared identity. Yet 
while Suda has surrounded himself with a team of 
trusty sidekicks, it is the director's own influence that 
is felt most within Grasshopper's work. The studio’s 
latest project, No More Heroes, credits Suda as 
director, writer, designer, and even song writer, and is 
all the better for this pervasive level of creative input. 
Where other major developers churn out identikit FPS 
games or racers, with nothing to distinguish them, 
Grasshopper s titles are packed with personality and 
original ideas that affect gameplay and presentation. 

Much of this originality comes from Grasshopper's 
work ethic. Speaking at the Australian GO3 conference 
in April 2007, Suda 51 explained the company’s slogan, 
‘Let’s Punk’. “My staff have to understand what I’m 
trying to do, why l'm trying to make something new, 
why we are going around trying to create when we can 
always easily copy something. | have to make them 
understand the value of creating this new game." 

This pursuit of originality can be seen in the few 
Grasshopper games that have made it to the UK. No 
More Heroes and killer7are the company's most 
recognisable titles, each with a stylistic flair and 
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an unusual gameplay mechanic that sets them 
apart from any other body of work, Japanese or 
otherwise. But this is common knowledge to the 
average gamer. What's surprising is the care and 
effort that Grasshopper also puts into its lesser- 
known, licensed games. Though none of these have 
been released in the UK, the likes of Blood+ and 
Samurai Champloo are much more imaginative than 
the usual, unambitious anime adaptations. Suda 51 
wrote the scenarios for both these games, which also 
make use of the company's signature art style and 
imaginative ideas. While not quite up to the standard 
of his original projects, they do include plenty of 
experimental features, some of which made it into No 
More Heroes. So if you're keen to know what Suda's 
next masterpiece will be like then it may be worth 
importing some of the lower-profile games he's 
currently working on, like Fatal Frame IV, and paying 
attention to their bizarre ideas. 

Speaking of the future, the world beyond Santa 
Destroy looks interesting. Suda 51 is famed for his 
partnerships with other industry luminaries and the 
next two years should provide some of his greatest 
collaborations yet. Not only is Suda working with both 
Hideo Kojima and Shinji Mikami on two top-secret 
games, but also Grasshopper's sound director, 
Masafumi Takada, will provide a few tracks for Super 
Smash Bros Brawl after penning some excellent 
soundtracks for Capcom's God Hand and Resident 
Evil: The Umbrella Chronicles. 

But enough of our opinion of Grasshopper, it's 
time we heard from the developer's CEO himself. 
games!" met with the eccentric director to chat about 
his career. You can read the whole conversation over 
the page and also take a look at every game he ever 
developed. He's made more than you know, and each 
iS as inventive and outrageous as his most recent. 
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Format: PSone 
Grasshopper s first release, The 
Silver Case is a murder-mystery 
game that uses different visual 
styles and filming techniques 

to tellits story. The game is 
separated into two sections, each 
showing the investigation from an 
opposite perspective. 
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Goichi Suda: It's totally 


different from my last game, 


killer7. Although the art 
direction is quite similar 
because of the cel shading, 


the gameplay is very different 


and this is the first time l ve 
gone out of my way to make 
the story as dirty and crazy 
as possible. 


GS: There sa movie called 
El Topo, which came out 

in the Seventies. The 

story is about a man who 
rescues a woman, who 
then convinces him to fight 
and kill four gunmen. The 
story of No More Heroes is 
heavily inspired by this. l'm 
also interested in the New 
American Cinema of the 


Seventies and early-Eighties. 


Much of the atmosphere 

| have tried to create in No 
More Heroes comes from 
these films. 





! Format: PS2, DS 


Flower, Sun, And Rain is a semi- 
sequelto The Silver Case. It has 
a Groundhog Day-style premise 


١ in which the main character finds 
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the same day repeating over 

and over. The game will come to 
the UK this year in the form of a 
Nintendo DS remake. 
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GS: Are you saying that 
Manhunt 2 hasn't been 
released in Europe yet? 


GS: Wow. Well, | cant really 
compare No More Heroes 
with Manhunt 2 because 
Manhunt is more realistic 
and features very extreme 
violence. No More Heroes 

is highly stylised and less 
related to the real world. 

| think the violence that 
people experience in 
Manhunt 215 totally different 
from that of my game. It's my 
opinion that if you re working 
with violent subject matter 
then you should add a level of 
fantasy to the game. 


GS: | cant say which is better 
as there's no significant 
difference between the 
two. But when | play the 
Japanese/Euro version | feel 
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Format: GBA 
An action RPG spin-off from 
Sega's Shining Force series. 

The story messed with the 
franchise's continuity, much to 
the annoyance of fans, but was 

a fairly playable dungeon crawl 
regardless. Four-player co-op is 
the game's one true USP. 
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refreshed because the death 
animations are so fast and 
youre instantly rewarded 
with the coins that spring 
from the bodies. The pace is 
quicker than the American 
version which definitely 
works in the game's favour. 


GS: | believe that Mikami-san 
is the number-one action 
game director in the world 
and | learned a lot from him 
during the production of 
killer7 He really cares about 
how the players feel when 
they participate in his games. 
He cares about speed and 
timing and that the player 
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t Format: GBA 


Superior to its predecessor, 
Shining Soul Il avoids continuity 
errors by distancing the story 


| from previous games. It also 
| features much better gameplay 


thanks to a wider variety of 
characters plus the use of 
multiple routes and secret levels. 


Although the cel-shaded art style in No More Heroes is very 
reminiscent of that in killer7 the gameplay is completely 
different, featuring frenetic, fast-paced action. 
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never gets tired of the game. 
After working with Mikami- 
san, | realised that these 
were values that should be 
applied to No More Heroes, 
so | was determined to 

make it a high-speed game, 
with a constant sense of 
momentum. The player must 
never grow bored. 


GS: Yes. 


GS: Oh definitely, but that’s 
too secret to talk about yet. 


GS: Again, it's definitely 
happening, but | cant say 


Format: PS2 

In this survival-horror game 
the player controls a TV news 
cameraman. They can help 
reporters when in danger, or 
just carry on filming to get their 
sensational gory footage. The 
news channel, Zaka TV, also 
features in No More Heroes. 
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‘Tve gone Out of 
۶۲۲۱۷ way to make 
‘the story as dirty 





anything more. You'd 
have to ask Konami about 
that. | wish | could tell you 
more. l'm so sorry. 


and craz y as 
_ Possible” 


GS: lm not sure why, to be 
honest. When I'm writing a 
script for a game, | guess Im 
writing from instinct and there 
are certain things like this that 
often come out. 


GS: | think original titles need 
to have much more potential 
than franchised games for 


people to pay attention to them. l 


No More Heroes has a lot of 
potential, so hopefully lots of 
people will want to play it. 


GS: lm always thinking about 
making sequels actually, but 
that's always been difficult in 
the past because | keep killing 
off the lead. With No More 
Heroes, | purposely kept Travis 
alive at the end because | want 
to make a sequel with him. 


GS: l'm hesitant to say this 

but those games were made 
entirely for business purposes, 
to keep the company running. 


GS: Hmm. Is the situation the 
same here in Europe as well? 


In order to create original titles, 


we must first earn enough 
money by creating titles for 
other companies. 


GS: lm very disappointed to 
hear that, because | was under 
the impression that Europeans 
were more open to original 
titles than the Japanese are. 


Format: GC, PS2 
The quintessential Grasshopper 


Format: DS 
This intriguing RPG blurred 










































GS: [he old staff, Camelot, left 
the series after Shining 

Force lll and Sega put the 
franchise on hold until they 
returned with Shining Soul in 
2002. They needed a new set 
of staff to create the game, and 
that’s when they approached 
Grasshopper, though | must 
admit l'm not sure why they 
chose us. The team that 
worked on those games, as 
well as Contact, has since 

left Grasshopper to form an 
independent company called 
Audio. | imagine that if Sega 
wants to make another Shining 
Soul game then it ll probably 
approach Audio and not us. 


GS: The first two titles that 
Grasshopper made were 
called The Silver Case and 
Flower, Sun, And Rain, and 
I'd love to see both of these 
released in Europe. Flower, 
Sun, And Rainis due to be 
released on DS in Japan this 
March, and Rising Star will 
definitely be publishing a UK 
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Format: PS2 
Part of a multimedia project 


HERO 51 


KURAYAMI 

A proposed PS3 game that will 
be based upon the novel The 
Castle by Franz Kafka. 


FATAL FRAME IV 

©). A Wii-exclusive collaboration 
with Tecmo. Grasshopper’s 
background in dark, adult 
material should prove 
invaluable here. 


PROJECT S 

Rumoured to be a cross-media 
project that will revive Hideo 
Kojima’s Snatcher franchise. 


UNTITLED PLATINUM 
GAMES PROJECT 

One of our spies informs us 
that Grasshopper is currently 
discussing a new game with 
the ex-Clover studio. 


۰ M 


Format: Wii 
No More Heroes is Grasshopper's 


game, killer7 defined the studio's 
current style and put Suda 51 
well and truly on the map. If 

you haven't played this bizarre 
on-rails horror game, then track 
it down now. Just be prepared to 
be confused by the story. 





Format: PS2 l 
Grasshopper s first licensed 
game was based on the anime by | 
Shinichiro Watanabe. Suda wrote 

the story for this samurai/hip-hop! 
fusion, but the most interesting 

thing is its mix of beat- em-up and 
rhythm-action gameplay. 


the boundaries between the 
game world and the world 

of the player. Though the 
title's director has since left 
Grasshopper, he returned as a 
guest to draw the 2D graphics 
in No More Heroes. 





| spanning anime, game, comic 


and radio drama, One Night Kiss 
was another licensed product for | 
which Suda 51 wrote the story. 
The graphical style has much in 
common with the earlier killer7 
though the gameplay is different. 


| latest and perhaps greatest 


endeavour so far. The studio's 
most ambitious project yet, this 

is also one of the most refreshing 
titles of the generation, so far. For 
our full review of No More Heroes 
turn to page 124. 
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REVIEW |NO MORE HEROES Wii 


BLOOD VS PIXELS 


af Got both an American and European 
Wii? Then you have a difficult choice 
to make. Do you go for the bloodless 
European version of No More Heroes, 
where killed enemies dissolve into 
black pixels? Or do you plump for 

the gory American version in which 
decapitations and mutilations send 
fountains of blood squirting across 
the screen? games™ likes them both 
as they’re equally as silly and over- 
the-top as the other. The European 
pixel deaths do make for a slightly 
faster pace, but then the American 
version makes more sense in context. 
Whenever you kill an assassin, for 
example, a pair of cleaners will arrive 
to mop up the blood, which can be 
quite confusing in the Euro release as 
they appear to be cleaning something 
that isn’t there. 


Right: The beam katana is recharged 
with a rather rude movement of the Wil 
Remote. We'd be lying if we claimed we 
didn’t find it funny, despite its juvenility. 





FORMAT: Wii 

ORIGIN: Japan 
PUBLISHER: Rising Star 
DEVELOPER: 
Grasshopper Manufacture 
PRICE: £39.99 

RELEASE: 29 February 
PLAYERS: 1 

ONILNE REVIEW: N/A 
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BETTER THAN 


umber of Kills 3 
LBS 00261112 
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KILLER7 
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Every time you kill an enemy, a roulette wheel will spin. Score three of a kind 
and you'll activate a unique power up of some sort. Each is signalled with a war cry, 
such as "Blueberry cheese brownie!” from Travis. 


۳ 







0 
IMUT 


| 


Number of KiS 13 
LES 00317 


a 


3 ۱۱ ۱ A DAQ 


Some of the locations that Travis finds himself fighting in are truly bizarre at times. 
They put Devil May Crys predictable Gothic locales to shame. 












LOOK BACK: 


No More Heroes 


Unlike most grand adventures, No 
More Heroes doesn't begin with a 
fancy FMV sequence or reams of tutorial 
text. There isn't even a title screen or menu. 
Just one simple choice - Sweet, Mild, or 
Bitter difficulty - then the camera pans down 
and youre given immediate control of the 
protagonist, Travis Touchdown. Right from 
this moment, theres a feeling that you're 
playing something quite unlike other modern 
videogames, that it is unafraid to fly in the 
face of convention. Then, rather brilliantly, 
the game pulls the rug from under your 
feet, after just five seconds of control, and 
bombards you with endless cut-scenes and 
a lengthy tutorial. 
Within this opening, the tone is set for 
a purposely, gloriously schizophrenic 
videogame. Travis himself is a videogame 
character who both knows that he’s a game 
character and literally dreams of appearing 
in other games. Likewise, the world that 
he inhabits is a 
contemporary open- 
world city that recalls 
the likes of Grand Theft 
Auto Ill and its ilk but is 
also punctuated by the 
most linear scrolling 
beat- em-up levels and 
is decorated with 8-bit retro stylings. And, 
while the story and gameplay are as bonkers 
as Grasshoppers last masterpiece, killer7, 
the game is also much more accessible and, 
in some ways, more mainstream than that 
title ever was. 


No More Heroes back story - which is told 
in an abridged FMV cut-scene because Travis 
has heard that gamers have short attention 
spans - tells of an adolescent, otaku male 
who buys a beam katana’ from an online 
auction and sets off on a quest to become the 
number one assassin in town. It's nonsense, 
but its just the sort of nonsense that the 
real-world equivalent of Travis — surrounded 
by game and anime memorabilia without 


WHAT WE WOULD CHANGE too, 


a single family photograph in sight — might 
fantasise of. 

On his way to the top, Travis faces off 
against ten of the most unusual assassins 
ever seen in a game: IV superheroes, 
wrestlers, and gunslingers with a passion 
for karaoke. Each is as bizarre as the last but 
is also the most believable of all the game's 
characters. Dr Peace, for example, is the 
corrupt vice detective who loves to sing. On 
the surface, he's an over-the-top caricature 
and not to be taken seriously, but when he 
starts telling Travis of his tattered relationship 
with his estranged daughter, Jennifer, it's 
hard not to feel sorry for him. Each of the 
ranked assassins displays a comparable level 
of emotion that's just about deep enough to 
make you feel slightly uneasy about bumping 
them off, in much the same way that Shadow 
Of The Colossus evoked guilt in its players. 

Emotional complications arent the 
only things that No More Heroes shares 

with Shadow Of The 
Colossus. lts structure 
is remarkably similar 
in that the pace 
of the game is defined 
by the repetition that 
comes from seeking 
and destroying 
each boss. There's much more to do in 
between, however, as Travis must first earn a 
prescribed amount of money in order to take 
on his next opponent. This is done by taking 
on odd jobs and side missions within Santa 
Destroy; an open-world city that directly 
contrasts with the linear environments of the 
main missions. 

Though the size of Santa Destroy may pale 
in comparison to Liberty City, for example, 
that fact actually works in No More Heroes' 
favour. The emphasis of the game is on 
the assassinations and not the free-roaming 
environment. As such, a huge city would 
have been needlessly overwhelming. Instead, 
Santa Destroy is a compact, focused location 
that has more in common with the worlds of 
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. WHATS THAT 
TITLE ABOUT? 
We're still not sure, although 
the fact that even the lead 
character has dark motives 
might have something to 
do with it. 


Q. HOW LONG? 


Around 13 hours in total, 
though it'll take an extra one 
or two if you want to see the 
‘real ending’. 


. ANY KILLER7 
CAMEOS? 
We're uncertain. There's one 
that could be, but it's left 
ambiguous deliberately. We'll 
let you decide. 


The first assassin 
you're asked to kill is 
Death Metal, a British guy 
with a piercing fetish and 
a huge fiery sword. He's 
one of the more annoying 
characters and, as such, a 
pleasure to murder. 





12 games" 


Remember when we said there was no space in the review 
to talk about the presentation? We lied. No More Heroes has 
the greatest sense of artistic vision we've seen in years. From 
the dark-toned cel-shading - a look that Grasshopper has 
made its own over the years - to the bleached colours that 
wash over the loading screens, right down to the way retro 
pixels are used to add a nostalgic feel to the entire game. 
Every inch of No More Heroes is stunning to look at and more 
than makes up for the Wiis lack of raw graphical power. It's 
so vibrant, so animated and so distinct that just watching 
someone else play can be an absorbing exercise. Oh, and the 
music is amazing too... buy the soundtrack. 


Crazy Taxi or Shenmue Il. The variety 

of tasks within, range from simple 
chores, like coconut collecting and graffiti 
cleaning to exuberant challenges, such as 
motorbike jumps and scorpion reclamation. 
Though largely monotonous in nature they 
work well as three-minute distractions and 
have the higher purpose of unlocking bonus 
assassination missions, where the real 
money is earned. 


Despite its unconventional approach to 
narrative and the allure of a Japanese take 


on open-world gaming, No More Heroes’ 


greatest strength is actually its most 
traditional: the combat. Once expected to 
be a typical Wii-Remote wave-a-thon, the 
Lightsaber, sorry, beam katana controls of No 
More Heroes are actually a mixture of button 
presses and remote gestures. Deceptively 
simple in nature, the attack controls can 
essentially be boiled down to two buttons - A 
to swing the katana and B to kick or punch. 
In addition, however, the Wii Remote can be 
held high or low to vary attack animations and 


" 


also has an effect on blocking and counter 
attacking. Throw in a few gestures for a 
finishing slash or wrestling move and the 
result is a fighting system that's far more 
versatile than we ever thought possible. 

Its clear, too, that lead designer Suda 51 
has learned a lesson or two from his time 


under Capcom's wing, as No More Heroes’ 


action borrows a number of tricks from the 
likes of Devil May Cry and God Hand. As with 
the latter, you won t get anywhere unless you 
know how to cope with the pesky enemies 
that can block your katana attacks. While the 
boss battles will be next to impossible unless 
you spot the window of opportunity within 
their attack animations and pay attention to 
the visual/audio clues that signal the different 
moves — some unblockable, some deadly - 
that they use against you. 

The fighting system is undoubtedly the 
best yet on the Wii and is a pleasure to get 
to grips with. Its not quite as complicated 
or difficult as either of its most obvious 
influences, but then that's no bad thing either. 
After the alienating killer7, it's perhaps for the 








No More Heroes is packed with references 

to killer7, some more subtle than others. We 
particularly liked this one. Travis has a 
limited repertoire of wrestling moves to begin with 
but can find or buy new throw abilities throughout 
the game. Each is an authentic hold, used in ‘real’ 
wrestling matches around the world. 
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Using a toilet 
to save is amusing, 
though we would have 
liked access to more 
than one within Santa 
Destroy. It is annoying 
riding back to Travis’s 
motel just to save. 

A few of the 

later levels have a 
more realistic style. The 
contrast with the retro 
elements is stunning. 


Batting Killing Centre 
01:13:75 


L 
| 
Mall 


"MESA 
r l 


عد ودحوب ووه 


= 
a 
Es 
m 
` 





1 


i 
FI 
il 


ai 
1 
- 


Bi 
۱ SUM 

ut 
y 0 

f 

NE 
bor 
ven 
1 


E! 
Number ot Kite 


M 
a 


best that Grasshopper has made this a little 
more inviting to play. 


Though refreshingly original in both style 
and gameplay, No More Heroes is not without 
its faults. Some of these are technical, such 
as a lower frame rate around the streets 
of Santa Destroy as well as the occasional 
collision detection issue while on the bike. 
But the meat of the game, the combat, is 
unaffected, so we can 
forgive these blemishes. 

Whats more of a 


of the game does grate 

around the mid point. 

The rigid structure of 

assassination mission 

followed by open-world money earning does 

begin to feel repetitious once you've been 

through the cycle a few times and its only 

toward the end that things start to pick up. 
Once No More Heroes shifts up a gear 

for the final act, however, it speeds all the 

way to the end with little chance to grow 

bored again. The once-predictable structure 
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THE BEST BITS IN THE GAME AND 
WHEN YOU CAN EXPECT TO SEE THEM 


30 MINS 


O No More Heroes 
doesn't mess about. 
You're plunged 

F immediately into an 
assassination mission 
and will have reached 
Rank 10 within half 
an hour. 


O The games pacing 
may feel a little tired 
by now. Go out and buy 
some new clothes to 
stay amused. There 
are over a hundred 
shirts available and 
they're all very cool. 





2 DAYS 
» O You should have 


* WE finished by now, but 
there's still loads to do. 


= There's the ‘real ending’ 
to beat and you can 

۱ even return to Santa 
Destroy to hunt for 


bonus material. 





is turned on its head time and again as 
Suda openly experiments with the plot by 
interrupting the flow of play, introducing 
red herrings and bombarding the story with 
clichéd twists because, apparently, you'd be 
disappointed if there werent any surprises. 
He even finds time for a joke at the expense of 
Duke Nukem Forever - an unusual reference 
for a Japanese game to make. It’s not just the 
plot that's turned upside down. The gameplay 

S literally flipped over, 

too, as youre forced 

to fight on the ceiling, 


concern is that the pace WHAT MAKES THIS GAME UNIQUE or battle assailants 


on a moving bus... 
sometimes youll even 
find yourself playing an 
entirely different game 
altogether. The sheer breadth of variety in 
and around these final missions showcases 
both No More Heroes and Grasshopper 
Manufacture at their very best. Endlessly 
inventive, witty, and full of surprises, these 
moments wash away any previous doubts 
and leave you feeling like you've played 
something truly special. Which you have. 
We're tempted to say that there are few Wii 
games as deserving of your attention as No 
More Heroes but then there are few games as 
good as this on any platform. Even if you were 
turned off by killer7, it would be a mistake 
to overlook a game as original, as lovingly 
made, as damned good fun as this. 


VERDICT 2/10 


YOU HAVE LEARNED WELL YOUNG GRASSHOPPER 
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BEHIND THE SCENES 


UNIRALLY 


Whoever said ‘two wheels are better 
than one’ clearly didnt experience this 
wholly unique racing title. qames ' 
speaks to the team behind one of the 
most beloved SNES titles of all time and 
reveals how corporate sniping tragicall 
cut short the success it truly deserved 
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B IF YOU CONSIDER yourself a true 
EE artisan then there's nothing worse than 
EHEHE pouring your heart and soul into creating 
something breathtaking only to be accused of 
flagrant plagiarism. Such an allegation robs 
you of the unique satisfaction that cratting 
something beautiful brings. Spare a thought, 
then, for the development team of Unirally — 
they succeeded in forging an astoundingly 
enjoyable piece of software that was denied 
the limelight thanks to largely unfounded 
claims of idea theft. 
Developed by Scottish code house 
DMA Design and published for Nintendo's 
dominant Super NES console in 1994, Unirally (or 





Nintendo 
DMA Design 





KEY STAFF: 
Mike Dailly Uniracers as it was known outside Europe) was 
(Programmer/Tools) anything but a conventional videogame release. 
Robbie Graham Announced in the CGl-tinged wake of Donkey Kong 
(Artist) Country, DMA's racer was initially viewed with almost 
Andrew Innes "n ; 
equal amounts of suspicion and expectation - the 
(Programmer) ۱ l 
Martin Good visuals possessed that shiny rendered look that so 
(Animation) many developers craved at the time but also retained 
+ + a degree of simplicity that lead many early sceptics 
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to comment that it was little more than a gloritied 
tech demo. Ironically, this was actually closer to the 
truth than many suspected. 

The birth of Unirally, like so many of DMAs other 
titles, was typically unorthodox. ' Unirally did actually 
evolve from a tech demo,” recollects former DMA 
Design member Andrew Innes. “It was an obscenely 
difficult unicycle simulator and it was decided that 
it could be turned into a game. I think there are 
parallels between this and Lemmings, which evolved 
from some Deluxe Paint animations of little walking 
men, and Grand Theft Auto, which evolved from 
a tech demo of a software-rendering engine. This 
style of game genesis differs markedly from every 
other company I've been involved with. The typical 
approach is to remake whatever is currently selling 
well but put more stuff in it and do shinier graphics.” 

Fellow DMA Design cohort Robbie Graham 
expands on this, revealing that Unirally didn't 
begin life as a racing game. “The goal was to 
do a platformer with a unicycle character as this 
had plenty of potential for interesting physics and 
balancing gameplay. As the design progressed, 
it became more and more a racer and less a 
platform-type game. As the racing part became 


THE VISUALS HAD 
THAT SHINY RENDERED 


LOOK THAT SO MANY 
DEVELOPERS CRAVED 





more important and the Advanced Computer 

Modelling on the unicycle ate up much of the 

graphics memory, the game adopted its unique 
‘clean’ look." 

These graphics obviously enabled Unirally to 
stand out from the crowd, and to some degree 
the game capitalised on the frenzy of interest 
Donkey Kong Country had created in the art of CGI. 
However, adopting this new technology CONTINUED >. 
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— The track design was inventive to say the 
least, while the two-player split-screen mode was 


painfully addictive. 
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Posted by: 
DJ TROOPER 


4 Unirally was truly excellent 


It was a completely unique 
racing experience that let the 
player perform twists and turns 
in mid air with moves like 
zigzag and flip. I spent many 
hours trying to beat my own 
times and get the harder cups. 
I just loved the way that the 
unicycle had a unique sort of 
attitude and personality of its 
own at the end of every race, 
where it would look like it was 
having a bit of a dance if you 
won, and bowed its head in 
shame if you lost. Classic. Oh, 
the memories. 


Posted by: 

4 It took a couple of goes 
before you could really get to 
grips with Unirally, but once 
you has a rough idea of the 
courses, you were jumping and 
spinning round the track like a 
madman. This is one of those 
videogames that really rewards 


a. > 


you for playing. Brilliant 
multiplayer to boot. 


Posted by: 

SMURPH 

4 Unirally is the purest 
gameplay experience on the 
SNES, in my opinion. It's so 
simple and yet so playable. 
Split-screen racing with a mate 
cant be beat, and yes, I rate it 
higher than any Mario Kart or 
Street Fighter game. The 'stunts 
to go faster mechanic is really 
brilliant, there is a risk-versus- 
reward attached to it, so if 

you don't land the trick, you're 
slowed down. With just a bit 

of practice you can make the 
unicycle go so fast that even 
the incredibly fast scrolling 
cant keep up - a serious rush. 
It's a game of its time too — nail 
a trick and with a message that 
you're 'rad' or ‘stellar’. Quite 
funny nowadays 
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put additional pressure on the designers. 

"Although the in-game unicycle was probably 
no more than about 32 pixels high, the source 3D 
geometry had every detail present and correct,” 
recalls Graham. “Even the threads of the screws 
inside the unicycle frame were modelled." 

Creating the unicycle characters was only one E 

part of the puzzle. It was also vital to ensure that the 7 
animation was smooth and packed with character, 
and this is what caused headaches. "It's not a 3D 
model in the game, but a series of 2D images of the 
3D unicycle in all the potential positions," explains 
Graham. "When you consider that the unicycle can 
tilt and stretch with speed, the saddle can move, 
it can flip with various stunts and that, for most or 
those positions, there needed to be 16 versions for - 
the different pedal positions (they go round and Ta 
round as they should), it was a data management core concept of a unicycle racer. 
challenge to say the least. I remember seeing the 
unicycle frames all printed out on A0 paper and 
there were hundreds and hundreds of frames." 


+0: . 1 


Given the level of realism the team wanted 
to achieve, they felt it was their duty to at least 
investigate the inner-workings of the subject matter. 
“Since it was a unicycle game, we thought the team 
should learn how to unicycle,” chuckles 
Graham. "However, the only ‘safe’ place to 
practice was the main corridor of the office. 
After the game was complete, the walls 
of that corridor were absolutely filthy and 
dented from all those sweaty near death 
experiences on the unicycle. Im not sure 
anyone mastered it properly. I certainly 
never came close." 

With such extensive research ensuring 
that the racing portion of the game was 
suitably perfected, the team started to tinker with 
the core concept and implemented the unique 
idea of performing stunts. "I think it was a natural 
evolution of the game," recalls Mike Dailly, another 
key member of the Unirally team. There was an 
early stumbling block, however. "The obvious stunts 
are just spinning in the various axes, explains 
Innes. "The others - like ‘head bounce’ - are 
the only things we could thing of. To be honest, 
there's not much else you can do with a unicycle. 
If you notice, in the game there's a blank space 
in the Mega Stunt menu, which is where we ran 
out of ideas. Apparently, people were phoning up 
Nintendo helplines and refusing to believe there 
was nothing there." 


THE TEAM LEARNED 
TO UNICYCLE. I'M 

NOT SURE ANYONE 
MASTERED IT PROPERLY 
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the unicycle from Pixar's 
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demonstrated their 
tremendous skill 
through Unirally, 
proving that 

you dont need 

some half-baked 
superhero to make a 
game great. Unirally 
is pure, Crazy, 
head-spinning, 
gut-wrenching 
excitement incarnate 


Separated at birth? This is 


‘animated short Red's Dream 
that caused all the legal trouble. 


Then there was the small matter of the two- 
player split-screen mode - a feature many exalted 
as the crowning glory of the game and a facet of 
Unirally that was actually on the cards fairly early 
in the development period. “I think it was always 
heading that way - the team really enjoyed racing 
each other,” remarks Dailly. “Usually if a team play 
the game in their spare time, then you're on to a 
winner." Graham agrees: “It's a great two-player 
game and this was helped a lot by the stunt reward 
system — something that, at the time, had not really 
been done to my knowledge. Forcing players to 
pull aerial flips and rolls to win a race really makes 
the game.” Innes concurs: “We definitely pushed 
the competitive aspect. The scope for 
single-player storyline was inherently 
limited by virtue of it being a racing 
game. I remember we had a high-score 
table going from pretty much the first 
point we had the game running. A lot of 
thought went into the statistics tracking 
because we knew the Americans liked 


that kind of thing.” With so much love PROGRAMMER 
Mike Daily — 


and care being poured into Unirally 
its unsurprising that DMA actually 
struggled to fit the code onto the cartridge, as Innes 
recalls: "There was something like 4 bytes free at 
the end of it all.” 

During development, Innes discovered that the 
DMA team had inadvertently created a rather 
unique and robust copy protection system, the 
effects of which are still being felt today. “Instead of 
burning EEPROMs for our test cartridges, we used 
to use a disc copy device because it was so much 
faster,” he remembers. “On one occasion, we sent 
one of these images off to Nintendo so they could 
see our progress, but it didnt work. After some 
investigation it turned out that we had accidentally 
stumbled upon a method to determine whether 
the game was running off a proper cartridge, 
as opposed to some other device. I used this 
information to implement an anti-piracy measure 
that was so successful that this is the 
only game I've had real trouble getting 
to run on an emulator.” 


MENS Some other aspects of Unirally’s 
development were equally unexpected 
and yet endlessly amusing. "I remember 
writing the swearword censor for the 
player names so that people couldn't ARTIST 


put offensive stuff on in-store demo Robbie Graham 


copies, continues Innes. “I sent an 

email round the team requesting offensive word 
lists and got a few back that I hadn't heard before. 
Martin Good — who worked on the animations — was 
particularly helpful in this regard, submitting some 
of the most awful words that I have been trying to 
forget ever since." 

The negative perceptions expressed by some 
when the game was first showcased were soundly 
put to rest when Unirally eventually arrived at 
retail. As the team at DMA had hoped, it was 
rightly recognised as an exhilarating combination 
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of speed and stunt work, pre-dating the delicious 
trick-based mechanics of Tony Hawk's Pro Skater 
by some margin. Reviews were almost unanimously 
ecstatic and the long-term success of the title 
seemed assured. However, ominous rumblings 
were emanating from the offices of Pixar Animation 
Studios, producers of Disney-marketed hits such 
as Toy Story and The Incredibles. Although back 
then the company had yet to achieve the worldwide 
fame they now enjoy, they were still brave enough 
to take Nintendo on over what they perceived to be 
wholesale theft of one of their ideas. 

The problem centred on the Pixar animated short 
Red's Dream - produced in 1987 — which featured 
a cute little unicycle not entirely 
dissimilar to the ones seen in Unirally. 
Pixar accused DMA of copying the 
idea and promptly sued. Although the 
DMA team were obviously aware of 
the short film, plagiarism is something 
that Dailly refutes to this day: "We 
modelled the unicycle exactly, based 
on a real life unicycle. The problem 
with Pixar was that they seemed to 
think that any computer-generated 
unicycle was owned by them. They took footage 
from Red's Dream and compared it to Unirally 
and the unicycles were virtually the same. This 
isnt a big surprise as there are not a lot of ways 
you can bring life to a unicycle without looking 
like the one Pixar did. The judge [...] agreed. 
While it was a unicycle, and did look similar, I think 
he should have looked at the game as a whole. If 
he had, then he would have noticed that the game 
was a completely different environment, and the 
‘character’ of the unicycle just wasn't the same.” 


MMP With the court case lost, Nintendo had to stop 
production of further Unirally cartridges. "The deal 
was that Nintendo wouldn't make any more carts so 
Unirallyonly sold the 300,000 initial run," remembers 
Dailly. What could have been a promising franchise 
was stopped in its tracks. “I do recall 
some speculation about a 3D version," 
comments Innes. "But that was more of 
a thought experiment as to how it would 
be implemented, I dont think there 
was every any serious consideration. 
Of course, any thought of a sequel 
was quashed by the whole Pixar 
affair" Dailly is still clearly bemused 
by the whole scenario. “It would be 
like someone making a game about a 
pen, and Biro claiming ownership over anything to 
do with pens. At the end of the day, we modelled 
a real unicycle and it came out the way it did.” 
Interestingly, Unirally has recently been earmarked 
for release on Nintendo Wii's Virtual Console 
download service. Perhaps the passage of time 
has softened Pixar's resolve to see the game buried 
forever, but whatever the outcome it’s high time that 
this tragically neglected game - an unfortunate and 
undeserving victim of corporate pettiness — is 

given a new lease of life. © 


B Still screenshots don't 
really do this game justice 
— the speed is nothing 
short of incredible. 


Manual 
Dexterity 


ONE OF THE most 
memorable aspects of 
Unirally was undoubtedly 
the innovative user manual. 
Penned by DMA Design's 
in-house writer, Steve 
Hammond, the booklet was 
refreshingly irreverent and 
zany, standing in stark 
contrast to the sanitised 
instruction manuals of the 
era. "We were all surprised 
that Nintendo went for it," 
Hammond admits. "It wasnt 
like any of the other manuals 
out there and I was pleased 
that this got recognised at 
the time. I'm not entirely 
certain where the style came 
from, though my own sense 
of humour was pretty dry and 
sarcastic. Of course, I had to 
do that while also conveying 
useful information." Despite 
his work being admired by 
many gamers, Hammond 
found it easy to keep his 
feet firmly on the ground. 
"My total royalty cheques 
for Unirally amounted to 
something like 17 quid. I 
think I bought pizza. The 
pioneers of the videogame 
industry bought Ferraris and 
swimming pools with the 
proceeds of their games. I 
bought ham and pineapple 
toppings with extra barbecue 
sauce on a crispy base." 


—— 
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HIROSHI FUJIOKA IS a burly chap 

and he appears fully committed to 

everything he does, even if that means 
answering the questions of pesky journalists 
like us. He made his movie debut in a 1965 flick 
called Anko Tsubaki Wa Koi No Hana, aged 19. 
Born in Ehime, Shikoku, the actor then went on to 
star in dozens of Japanese cinema classics, but 
he achieved even greater fame throughout Asia 
in the early-Seventies for his role in the Kamen 
Rider TV series. With his renowned skills in the 
martial arts, it seemed like the most obvious 
choice when Sega chose to employ Fujioka as 
a fearsome judo master of a Saturn-promoting 
character during the late-Nineties. 

Fujioka began his work with Sega mid- 
1997, once the Saturn had been established 
as moderately in Japan. On 
28 November that year, when the advert for 
Sonic Rwas broadcast on national television, he 
made his first appearance as Segata Sanshiro, 
a martial arts specialist whose reason for being 
was to command people to play Saturn games. 
He also performed in 16 radio commercials, 
which ran on local Japanese stations between 
1997 and 1999, some of which were in the 
promotion of specific Saturn titles while 
others were image-building exercises 
and chances for the Segata Sanshiro 
message to be heard. A classic example, 
from the winter holiday of 1997, aimed 
at school and university students, went 
like this: “This is Hiroshi Fujioka, Segata 
Sanshiro. All of you students who are 
preparing for exams, soon you will be on 
the home stretch. Resist the urge to play Sega 
saturn. Those of you who like games, resisting 
games may be painful, but your future prospects 
are precious. Thats why you should resist 
games and focus on your studies. It's difficult for 
me to say this, but when spring comes, you will 
be free to play... Play Sega Saturn.” 
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EVEN AWAY FROM his working life, 
Fujioka is intensely focused on the martial arts, 
so in many ways his role as Segata Sanshiro 
was a perfect match. Fujioka is a first dan in 
karate and iaido, as well as a third dan in judo, 
fourth in battodo and kotachi goshindo, and is 
a seventh-dan toudo master. “[Since I was] six 
years old, my father saw to it that I was trained 
to use a Japanese sword through practising the 
martial art of bushido,” he explains, “so having 
been accustomed to the martial arts for such 
a long time, I felt in harmony with [the Segata 
Sanshiro character ]." 

Fujioka had been immediately impressed with 
Sega's ideas for this most visible and enigmatic 
of marketing characters. “I thought it was good 
that they wanted to send a strong message to 
children in an age when young people had 
no direction," he explains. The creation of 
the Segata Sanshiro character was not 
entirely the work of Sega's PR machine. 





MY FATHER SAW 
TO IT THAT I WAS 
TRAINED TO USE A 


"I contributed some serious ideas 

myself,” Fujioka reminds us, but this 

parody of ‘Sugata’ Sanshiro had already 
been decided upon when Fujioka turned up 
at Sega HQ one day in the summer of 1997. 
Sugata Sanshiro, incidentally, was the fictitious 
and eponymous lead character in the first film 
directed by the now-legendary Akira Kurosawa. 
Sugata Sanshiro learns to rely on judo, and the 
actor cast as the original Sanshiro, Susumu 
Fujita, bears a vague resemblance to Fujioka. 
For the Japanese public, Segata Sanshiro would 
be an obvious reference-in-parody to the first 
hero delivered by Kurosawa. Then there was 
the name itself, cleverly constructed to sound a 
lot like ‘Sega Saturn, shiro' - an imperative that 
means ‘Play Sega Saturn’ — but which can also 
be interpreted as referencing the white colour of 
the then-standard Japanese Saturn SKU. 











AFTER ACCEPTING THE proposed role, 
Fujioka was as determined as ever to exceed 
his employer's expectations. We ask about his 
motivation, other than his stern professional 
resolve and the obvious but unspoken financial 


JAPANESE SWORD 


benefits. "There were various motivations 

for me, but one enjoyable feature was that 

the role enabled me to influence society for 

good,” he says without any irony. “My schedule 

was incredibly busy, but [Segata Sanshiro] had 

an effect on all sorts of people. The reaction from 
young people was particularly strong.” 

The bulk of Fujiokas work as Segata 
Sanshiro centred on starring in TV commercials 
to promote Sega's latest games. The scenarios 
of these adverts were always related to the 
games they promoted, but set in a hyper- 
dramatic reality in which Sanshiro had scope to 
be active and heroic. The Burning 
Rangers advert was set inside a 
burning building (obviously), while 
the Winter Heat commercial 
showed Sanshiro racing 
a professional speed 
skater across an ice 
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PROFILE 


Name: 
Hiroshi Fujioka 


Born: 
19 February 1946 


Height: 6ft 
Weight: 160lbs 


LICENCES 


Scuba-diving licence, radio 
ham licence, shooting licence, 
professional cook's licence, 
cruiser and powerboat 
licences, private pilot licence. 
Fujioka is also a member of the 
Screen Actors’ Guild. 


MAIN TV 
APPEARANCES 


1971 - Kamen Rider - played a 
crime-fighting superhero 
called Takeshi Hongo 

1982 - Futari No Musashi - took 
on the role of famous 
master swordsman Musashi 
Miyamoto, Often compared 
with Toshiro Mifune's role in 
Kurosawa's Seven Samurai 

1986 - Tokuso Saizensen — 

a serious police/ 
detective drama 


MAIN FILM 
APPEARANCES 


1984 - Sword Kill - an American 
film that won the Hero 
Award at Tokvo's 
International Fantastic Film 
Festival in 1986 

1985 - In The Line Of Duty, Part 3 
- a Hong Kong action flick 

1981 - K2 - an American movie 
featuring a mountain- 
climbing theme 

1992 - About Love, Tokyo — 

a Japanese film that 
received awards in Japan, 
France, and Germany 

1999 - Shogun Cop - an American 

martial arts crossover movie 
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A run down of Sanshiro's most entertaining appearances 
in TV commercials for Saturn games. Osu! 


Broadcast: 
16 February 1998 








A lady has passed 
out from inhaling the 
fumes of this inferno. 
Her younger sister 
is at her side and is 
telling her to stay 
strong. Who could 
possibly help her? 
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Segata Sanshiro 
bursts onto the scene 
and doesn't hesitate to 








perform mouth-to-mouth. 





He even finds 
time to speak to the 
viewers: “Lifesaving.” 








Some Burning 
Rangers in-game 
footage rolls before the 
game splash appears... 

















...then it's back to 
the scene of the fire, 
where Segata Sanshiro 
is still breathing life 
into the lady in spite of 
the protestations of her 
younger sister. 

What a hero. 


Broadcast: 
30 January 1998 











Focused as ever, 
Segata Sanshiro is 
about to... 
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. race a speed 
skater barefoot 
across an ice rink. (No 
stuntman was involved 
in this production.) 






Sanshiro takes an 
early lead... 


...and comfortably 
wins the race. 








Gameplay footage of 
Winter Heat is reeled. 











The final scene 
shows Sanshiro nursing 
his feet by a stove while 
the speed skater mopes 
in the background. 
What a hero. 


Broadcast: 
25 December 1997 

















This early ad is set 
at dusk near a temple. 
Sanshiro makes an 
entrance with a giant 
Saturn and controller. 









me 


Just look at that 
determination. 

















After tying the 
Saturn to a tree... 

















...it’s on to the pad- 
punching scene, which 
was performed with such 
vigour that it left Segata 
with bloodied fists. 

















After some footage 
of games like Panzer 
Dragoon Saga, the 
message is clear: “Play 
Sega Saturn.” 














The closing moments 
are left to Sanshiro, who 
fills them with a scowl of 
victory. What a hero. 


Broadcast: 
12 January 1998 




















Why it's that Segata 
Sanshiro fellow and 
he’s standing behind a 
stack of roof tiles. 





à 


Shinken ni, shinken 
ni... (Focus, focus...) 

















Sanshiro suddenly 
stands back, and... 
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...smash! (Again, no 
stuntman was involved.) 
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A quick message: 
“When you're in trouble, 
use your head.” 





Solo Crisis: a game 





that demands that you 
use your noggin... 
— Dai 1 














ME بس‎ rS 
...even if it hurts to 


do so. What a hero. 





VOX POPS 


"The theme song had great impact, 
and because Hiroshi Fujioka — who 
is really famous - was behind it, 
the Sanshiro character had great 
impact as well” 


"I think Hiroshi Fujioka is a very 
funny guy. He has a comma in 
[the kanji characters of] his name. 
Segata Sanshiro was also a funny 
character. I think he made Sega 
Saturn very popular in Japan” 


"I liked the theme song. It was very 
catchy” 











rink. 
Sometimes there was no clear 
connection to anything: one of the earliest 
Segata Sanshiro appearances sees him 
beating up a group of “young punks” who 
“weren't focused”, before reminding them, as 
would be his wont, to “Play Sega Saturn”. The 
ad then cuts to promotional footage of Sonic R. 
Fujioka has some tond memories of 
the production of these highly effective 
commercials: “Running around a skating rink 
barefoot without using a stuntman, breaking 
ten roof tiles with my head, punching an 
extra-large [Saturn] controller until my fist 
was bloody... I did all these things seriously, 
focused; [have strong memories of [performing 
those stunts]. I wanted to convey to the younger 
generation that whatever they do, if they make 
a serious effort, afterward they can enjoy this 
great sense of exhilaration. But to do so, I felt 
that I first had to charge into this experience 
myself, in order to make the idea understood. 
The staff and cast, all of us were united and 
putting in great effort. That's why on location, 
when we were filming the commercials, 
there was a good level of tension. I think 
everyone could see that reflected in our 
productions.” 


THE ADVERTS’ RECURRING 
theme song, Sega Saturn, Shiro, which 
is sung throughout most of the teveision 
spots Sega produced, eventually 
became worthy of release as a CD 
single (see The Theme Song boxout). Fujioka 


sang the Kamen Rider theme song, Let's Goll 


Rider Kick, for the first 13 episodes of that series, 
and released a handful of singles between 
his big break in 1971 and 1985, dabbling in 
love songs and pop, but this challenge was 
something else. While the version used in 
adverts and elsewhere had been sung by 
Ichiro Tomita, Fujioka was determined to do his 
own work in the studio when a CD single was 
at stake. "I was nervous when recording [the 
Segata Sanshiro theme song]," Fujioka openly 
admits. “But even today I love that song. If you 


Fujioka s More 
Recent Exploits 









listen to it, your blood will begin to flow and 
youll start to feel courageous and brave. Im 
grateful that I was able to sing such a powerful 
song." 

Fujiokas workload also included 
appearances at promotional events, and he 
seems, characteristically, to have relished 
playing the Segata Sanshiro role in such 
circumstances. “Yes, I performed at various 
events," he reminisces. “Each time I turned up, 
there were many fans gathered to greet me, 
and I was really happy to hear their comments 
and receive their support. At those events, the 
message of the TV commercials was repeated 
to make sure that it was clearly understood. 1 
really looked forward to such opportunities." 


BY 1998, SEGATA Sanshiro was a 
sufficiently popular and  well-recognised 
character for Sega to produce an entire game 
starring Fujioka as Sanshiro. The result of 
this collaboration was a title called Segata 
Sanshiro Shinkenyugi the 'Shinkenyugi bit 
meaning ‘serious sports’, which is appropriate 


IF YOU MAKE AN 

EFFORT, YOU TOO 
CAN ENJOY A SENSE 
OF EXHILARATION 


enough when the mini-games in this 
compendium are based on Fujioka's 
daring stunts from Sanshiro's television 
appearances. Of Shinkenyugi, Fujioka tells 
us: “I was happy [for the Segata Sanshiro 
game to be developed]. I thought it was 
something worth doing, but I also felt some 
responsibility. Of course, I've heard various 
things about the game..." We'd venture a guess 
that Fujioka is tacitly admitting that it wasnt a 
great game — and he'd be right — but it's not 
without its own inimitable charm, and we'll 
always have time for head chopping slates or 




























Segata demonstrates his approach to 
playing International Track & Field. Confident, 
aggressive, but not as effective as it needs to be. 


T have long since 
retired, but this 
one-man marketing 
campaign is still 
promoting games... 
and coffee. 
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pulling judo-disco shapes... 


The Theme Song 


wasn'ta hypocrite. While hewas 


out a message to the world.” 


He believes 
convey ‘the message’ to the younger 
generation in the late-Nineties. The 
more obvious reason that Sanshiro is 
so well loved and well remembered, 
however, is his sense of humour, which 
carries through every in-character 
appearance he made during his tenure 
as the fearsome face of Sega. When 
he’s surrounded by zombies in the TV 


it was necessary to 





ad for The House Of The Dead, he scowls and 
says: “These aren't humans”, as though he has 
only just realised the fact and is outraged that 
he hadn't been informed of their ghastliness 


some time earlier. 


Another time, on the scene of the Burning 
Rangers advert, Segata Sanshiro is giving 
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to a woman and 
doesn't seem too troubled by the inferno around 
them — by the end of the ad he seems to have 
completely forgotten the notion of escaping the 
building. Meanwhile, the commercial for Pro 
Baseball Greatest Nine ‘98 placed Sanshiro in 
a batting centre scenario, but instead of using 
a bat to slog the incoming volley of baseballs, 
he kicks one for a homerun before showing off 
his masculinity by revealing a bare chest and 
allowing half a dozen balls to pelt him in the 


midritt. Without flinching. 





As well as starring in some pretty funny advertisements, the Segata A 
Sanshiro character also made some popular public appearances. 


۳ 
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Happily, we can report that Sanshiro 


admonishing everyone to "Play Sega Saturn" 
the man behind the message, Hiroshi Fujioka 
himself, was a genuine fan of Sega's Saturn 
output. “I played and even really enjoyed 
[Sega's games]," he tells us. “I think those 
games reflected the era. Also, I think they put 


Fujioka likes to emphasise the ideological 
resonance of his Segata Sanshiro character. 







BY THE END of 1998, the Dreamcast 
launch was imminent and virtually all Saturn 
game development had been terminated, 
leaving the obviously Saturn-tied Segata 
Sanshiro with just one last obligation: to go 
out with a bang by ushering in the Dreamcast 
era. And how he did it. Sanshiro leaped from 
the roof of Sega HQ to prevent the company 
building from being hit by an incoming missile, 
as the inspirational Segata Sanshiro theme 
song blared away and Sega employees looked 
in awe from their office windows. It was the 


I ENJOY SEGA'S 
GAMES - THEY PUT 
A MESSAGE OUT TO 
THE WORLD 


great last sacrifice in Sega Sanshiro’s 

quest, although Fujioka showed up in 

character at the Dreamcast launch and 
looked alive and well. 

Hiroshi Fujioka later provided the voice 
of Ryo Hazukis father in the Japanese 
versions of Shenmue and Shenmue il, 
but the Segata Sanshiro character had at 
last been retired. He was brought back into 
commission for a one-off special programme 
on Fuji TV at the end of 1999, but other than 
that appearance it was game over. In the 
space of two classic Saturn-game-packed 
years in Japan, Sanshiro had left a marketing 
legacy that included books, T-shirts, action 
figures, CDs, and games, all of which are 
still sought after by local Sega fans. We ask 
Fujioka to confirm that Segata Sanshiro is as 
dead as Elvis. He concurs but remains 
positive: "I'm not contracted [to Sega] at 


HIM HH HHHI nn nnn IE EEILILINInI HELLO, SEGATA SANSHIRO! H 


THE GAME 


AS WELL as being the kev promotional tool for Saturn wares in Japan, Hiroshi Fujioka's Segata Sanshiro 
character starred in an original Saturn game that preceded 6903696 as one of the few obviously self- 
referential products released by a Japanese game company. Segata Sanshiro Shinkenyugiis a collection of 
mini-games and bonus materials, all at least loosely based on the TV ad antics of Segata Sanshiro. Here's a 
breakdown of the ten mini-games you can expect to find if you track down a copy of this novel import: 










"Show The True Nature Of Your Dance” “Wait! 111 Definitely Rescue You” 





. Memorise the buttons/keys shown and then repeat the BE simple auto-scrolling fire-dodging platform run. The intro 
sequence to make a crude Segata Sanshiro sprite ‘dance’. reveals that Segata Sanshiro can hear a pin drop from 3km away. 
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“Emergency Explosion. Come And Attack” "Who Really Am I?" 
— Grapple with a Bomberman-esque wrestler in a minefield. . This is an oddly dull card game where you need to find a 
Ten detonations earn a victory. number of Sanshiro cards among a pack of 60. 





"Here You Are! This Is A Present From Me” "Run! My Burning Spirit” 
. Ride a sleigh, dressed in a Santa Claus outfit, throwing sacks of ` Tap Ã and C to make Segata Sanshiro run on ice (as per the 
presents down chimneys without bumping into buildings or seagulls. Winter Heat advert) — preferably without his limbs freezing up. 









ÁY naga ۲۲۳ a. 


“When Youre In Trouble, Use Your Head” “My Training Will Not Be Hindered" 


. emash a stack of roof tiles with Sanshiro's noggin. This game — Chop or kick the items being hurled at Sanshiro. This is like the 
has simple meter controls and satisfyingly crunchy sound effects. early Rhythm Tengoku stage, but without the musical reaction. 





MELA 


الت 





“Secret Technique. This Is The Dragon King Power” “Crash Course. The Sea Is Also My Battlefield" 


. Spot the tiny Segata Sanshiros flying across the screen on . This is an underwater game of Columns, in which you have to 
dragonback, then input the correct number once your time is up. prevent an image of 560010 5011511110 from drowning. 
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CP BEHIND THE SCENES 





Conceived by the composer behind 


Merry Christmas, Mr Lawrence and the 
creator of Chibi-Robo!, Lack Of Love has 


to be one of the most unusual games on 
Dreamcast. Lead designer Kenichi Nishi 











Released: 2000 
Format: Dreamcast 
Publisher: ASCII Entertainment 


Developer: Lovedelic 





explains how it came to be... 

















The way in which Harumi's actions can affect 
even the tiniest creatures is shown brilliantiv 
throughout LOL. Here among his footprints vou get 
to see the true scale of the situation. 


enjoyed only 

short-lived success in Europe and the US, as 

our ten-year timeline shows, development of 

new games continued in Japan for many years after 
Sega discontinued the machine. Like Saturn before 
it, the retreat of Dreamcast into the East made the 
console the preserve of passionate import gamers. 
Enthusiasts lapped up the endless supply of hardcore 
beat-em-ups and shooters while others sought out 
more unusual experiences. LOL: Lack Of Love is one 
such game, a quietly released adventure that now 
commands high auction prices thanks mostly to its 
relative scarcity and provocative title. But Lack Of 
Love isn't just a collector's item to be bought, 
re-sealed and bragged about on forums. It 
also happens to be one of Dreamcast's best- 





LOL: LACK OF LOVE 





Kenichi Nishi kept secrets, a beautifully crafted adventure 
Director game with a pertinent moral message. WAS SUPPORTED BY 
Ryuichi Sakamoto Made by Lovedelic — the studio that later 
eden became skip Ltd, developer of Chibi-Robo! SOME FANS, BUT THE 
and Captain Rainbow — LOL was designed S AI E 
jus in collaboration with Ryuichi Sakamoto, S WERENT GREAT 
Lead Artist the world-renowned musician behind the 
















famous theme tune to Merry Christmas, Mr 
Lawrence. The aim was to guide an alien lifeform 
through the evolutionary process from embryonic 
amoeba to huge four-legged mammal, all the while 
investigating the appearance of a robot visitor, intent 
on transforming the planet in preparation for human 
colonisation. Easier said than done. The genetic code 
required for each evolutionary stage could only be 
acquired by helping other creatures in need - their 
problems identified by observing their behaviour. 

The act of helping others was at the core of 
LOL, just as it is in skips more 














screen human characters, who've spent years 


This animated video appears partway 
through the game to show the plight of the off- 
looking for a new planet that can sustain life. 





FROM THE 


FORUM 





Nope, I've never heard of it, 
either. Actually, that might be 
a lie. I'm sure I heard the title 
a short while ago, but I didn't 
know anything about it until 
today. Anyway, it looks pretty 
cool. A bit of a forefather to 
Spore from the looks of it. I can 
see why it didn't exactly have 
mass appeal though, especially 
as it came out on Dreamcast. 
It's a shame as I genuinely want 
to play it now. Oh well, the 'Get 
Lack Of Love on XBLA/PSN/ 
Virtual Console' petition starts 
right here. 


ZERO ONE, 
Just short of £50 on eBav. 
Apparentiv there's no language 





barrier either so importing 
These plants can be bumped at the trunk to 


make the leaves expand like umbrellas. At one it from somewhere cheaper 
point you'll need to teach another creature to do ۱ ۱ . shouldn't be a problem. 


Consider me tempted. 


CRAYMEN EDGE 
I'd never heard of it until now, 
but now I really want to play it. 


If I had to describe it 
in one word, it would be 
‘charming’. The theme of 
evolution through kindness - a 
vague adaptation of karmic 
reincarnation, I guess - along 





with the quirky characters, 
abstract but brilliantly detailed 
environments, delicate musical 
tones and observation/ 
interaction-based gameplay 
are so understated that it tugs 
nicely on the heartstrings. 

And in terms of evolution and 
design, it definitely seems a 
precursor to Spore. We might 
not have played it, but I bet Will 
Wright has. 








SURLY 
I thought I knew everything 


Harumi is the main antagonist of 
the piece. He's a robot sent out 
into space to find inhabitable planets 
since the resources on Earth 
have been completely exhausted. 


about Dreamcast. But I've never 
heard of this one. 


games" 25 



















1 1 1 ۷ 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 8خ 1 1 1 1 1 1 ا‎ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1) 1 8 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 88 1 1 1 8 8 1 1 1 eee 8 80 188 18 88 1 eee 
1 1 1 8 1 1 8 1 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 ا 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 ا 8خ‎ 1 1 222" as" aua "uaa 2" aso" a 
1 1 18 ۱ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 1 1 ۷ 8 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 18 1 1 8 ۷ 1 88 1 8 8 1 1 18 1 1 1 8 ۷ 1 aa 88 88 8 188 88 5 88 8 
1 1 1 ۱ 1 1 8 8 8 5 1 8خ 1 1 88 1 8 8خ 8 1 1 8 88 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 8 8 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 1 1 8 1 1 1 8 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 18 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 8 1 1 1 8 8 1 1 1 ا‎ 5 8 
d کر م‎ 8 8 8 7 ssa anna 
pa 
Paid EF- 
i dE 
Q : "m ۰ 5 
j| B. Mostly free from any on-screen iconography, LOLs Now to decide which platform to develop the 


bi HUD rarelv displavs anvthing other than the meter in 


the top left, which shows how hungry your creatureis, gae on. Lovedelic's previous two games were both 


published on PlayStation, but Lack Of Love was 
destined for a newer console as Nishi reveals. “Mr 
== Hirose, the president of Sega at the time, persuaded 
2<< بی‎ ۲*۲ ٩ j ra me to develop LOL for Dreamcast at the penthouse 
ES of a hotel in New York, as we looked at the Empire 
otate Building right across from us." 





MMB Work began on Lack Of Love in 1998, with 
Sakamoto formally assigned to soundtrack duties 
toward the end of the project but continually 
suggesting ideas to Nishi throughout development. 
Hikarin, Lovedelic's in-house artist, worked on the 
backgrounds, creating a half-familiar landscape full 
of alien-looking plant life and creatures. While Nishi 
took care of the overall direction. 

Nishis main intention was to communicate the 
games themes without using text, a feature that 
was doubly important for those importing the game 
from outside Japan. This was achieved in two ways: 
to set the scene, Nishi directed a lengthy opening 
animation showing the robotic antagonist character 
searching for an inhabitable planet and then 
landing on the players home planet and marching 
several digging machines across the land in order to 





۷ QE recent games and is a value close to the transform it. For the actual gameplay sections, Nishi 
imm im mmmm heart of lead designer Kenichi Nishi. "We needed to create several puzzles for the player to 
HL dH should care for other people, life, the environment solve. Much like a point-and-click adventure, this all 
25555555 5 and nature, he tells us when asked about LOLS had to be communicated without dialogue. “It was not 

message. “Sakamoto came up with the title,” he easy at all,” he says. “Without text or voice, the NPC 

What They continues, “We wanted to question the way in which creatures have to communicate by their movements, 

our lifestyle lacks love.” expressions or sounds. And Dreamcast's graphic 

Said. P performance was not high enough to make them 

MMB But how did a relatively unknown designer communicate by their facial expressions so we had 

— and world-famous musician end up creating a to choose a sound-communication system. But the 

] 1 Dreamcast game together? “We met through a communication with sound alone is much more 
comsoievania mutual friend,” explains Nishi. “One day when I was vague than language.” 

working around midnight, mv friend called me and Despite such difficulties, Lovedelic did a great‏ - — چ 
said ‘Mr Sakamoto is coming to the Club Eden. If you job of constructing puzzles that force the player‏ 
come I could introduce you to him’. Of course, I put to observe their surroundings. One early example‏ 

This lS CS much my work aside and went to Eden right away.” Eager sees a group of tiny aliens desperately reaching up 





to spend time with someone he admired 
greatly, Nishi arrived at the club and asked 


an arthouse 
videog ame ds if he could sit with Sakamoto, who agreed 





LOL WOULD BE MORE 
ACCEPTED TODAY AS 
WERE DEALING WITH 


11 fi d instantly and happily chatted with him. "We 
you Ever ina, talked about music, games, movies, novels, 


but it bring S and computer technology for almost three 
hours even though I'd only met him for the 
something new 


first time. In the end I asked him to give me 


to the arthouse his address because I wanted to send him 
NE t f Moon, the PlayStation game I was working 
IMIX. 1] 5 on at the time. And he gave me his email address," 


It has to be the designer exclaims. 
f f t] ] A friendly exchange of emails ensued until the pair 
CIHOIuUess y found themselves discussing James Lovelock's Gaia 


One of the best Hypothesis. This scientific theory suggests Earth's 
h geology and species exist to work in harmony and 
games on tne 


will respond to global ecological changes in order 





Dreamcast to maintain the planet's ability to sustain life, and 
that the planet could, in fact, be considered a living 
Consolevania, entity in its own right. Sakamoto asked: "Can we 
Episode 2 Late make a game from the Gaia Hypothesis?" and 
suggested he write the music for such a game. 
25222225 1 The idea for Lack Of Love was born. E 








to feed on a fruit plant they can't reach. Once you 
realise what they're after, you can charge into the 
plants to knock the fruit down from the branches and 
the tiny creatures will reward you with their DNA. 
Acquire enough genetic code and you can locate 


a safe spot to turn into an egg and re-hatch as a new 


creature, slightly bigger and with new powers. One 
evolutionary stage fits light-emitting antennae to the 
player's head while an earlier mutation awards the 
ability to urinate at the touch of a 
button. "That was my idea, beams 
Nishi. "Eating and excreting are a 
part of energy circulation, and 
making the creature urinate is 
essential to that process. Also 1 
thought it was very cute." 

As the game progresses, the 
creature gradually morphs and 
mutates from a single-celled 
organism to a huge mammal 
resembling an anteater. Along the way it takes on 
many unusual forms as well as a few recognisable 
ones. A certain form in particular almost looks like 
a small black-and-white puppy, a lot like Tao the 
dog who appears in Moon, Chibi-Robo! and Captain 
Rainbow, and is based on Nishi's real-life pet. "I did 
that on purpose," he admits, “because I think Tao's 
black-and-white colour is very simple and universal. 
I hope someday he will be popular enough to make 
merchandise of his character." 


Released on 2 November 2000, LOL: 
Lack Of Love emerged into the world 
to exactly the same response as all of 
Nishis other games before: a minority 
adored it while the mainstream ignored 
it. “LOL was enthusiastically supported by 
some fans, but the sales were not great,” 
remembers Nishi. "I think it was not one of 
those mainstream games that everybody 
likes." LOLS theme and setting certainly separate it 
from the bankable generic titles that clog up most of 
the top ten in any given year, which may explain why 
it was never picked up for a European or US$ release 
— a decision that concerns Nishi to this day. 

That's not to say that Lack Of Love had no 
effect on anyone. Those who did manage 
to play it found themselves moved by the 
game's conservational message, particularly 
at the point when the player must consider 
denying the continued survival of the human race 


Save points are so sparsely placed throughout the game that 
you could often starve to death before reaching one. 








Director 










LOL: LACK OF LOVE ::: 


or the protection of its own planet's inhabitants, 
represented in-game by a choice between a human 
baby and a friendly creature that follows the player 
through most of the adventure. Without spoiling 
the ending, we can't say which of the two survives 
and which faces extinction, but the conclusion of 
the game is suitably powerful and one of the most 
emotional of the time. The message was not lost 
on the game-playing public. "One of the players 
emailed me and told me that he stopped 
killing mosquitoes after playing LOL," 
recalls Nishi. “I was glad to know my 
game could affect someone's life.” 

Considering the effect Lack Of Love 
had on its small audience, we wonder 
how gamers would react to it now given 
the fact that games like Shadow Of The 
Colossus and Braid have legitimised 
the use of games as social metaphor. 
Such a re-release, we are told, would 
be tricky to greenlight since the rights are currently 
split between ASCII Entertainment and Ryuichi 
Sakamoto, but Nishi remains enthusiastic about the 
prospect. “If I have a chance, I would like to remake 
LOL for another console and release it again. I 
believe Lack Of Love would be accepted more widely 
now because we are more seriously dealing with 
climate change and global warming. I wish 
someone would show an interest in releasing 
it and give me a chance to create a 
remake.” Funnily enough, so do we. 






















Lemmings is the most 





was overrun with the fragile little rodents 


E IF YOU'RE A GAMER above a certain age, you will have 
EE played Lemmings. The green-haired nightgown-wearing 
MOM critters pretty much dominated the videogame industry back 
in the early-Nineties, resulting in blanket multiformat conversions, a 
planned arcade game by Data East that would sadly never see the 
light of day, and even a CD single that somehow reached number 51 
in the UK charts. It was rubbish, by the way. 

It's clear why Lemmings was so popular: it was innovative, simple 
to grasp, addictive and starred a cast of likeable, hardworking 
rodents. However, the entire ethos of the game - the understanding 
that Lemmings offer themselves to their little Lemming God when the 
time comes for them to migrate - is less clear. This peculiar notion 
charts back to the 16th Century but was famously brought back to 
the fore by Walt Disney in 1958 thanks to the studios peculiar and 
award-winning education video White Wilderness. 


mmm IN THE VIDEO, Walt introduces the grey squiggly fur-balls 
and shows us rare footage of them flopping themselves off high 
cliffs in Alberta, Canada, during migrating season. This footage 
is ‘rare’ because, in reality, living among lemmings aren't tribes 
of camouflaged cameramen trying to keep lemming numbers 
down by spinning the herbivores on turntables until they become 
inebriated and unwittingly fall to their doom. Yes, rumour has it 
that the crew were so desperate to catch what they thought was an 
actual lemming migration on camera, they took it upon themselves 
to stage a horrifying three-minute lemmings snuff-movie by spinning 
the critters around on record players. Perhaps even more bizarre is 
the fact that the footage apparently took the filmmakers three years 






The first level in Lemmings is simple to grasp‏ اللا 


and even easier to crack. spontaneously combust the few. 
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ll Sometimes in order to save many you need to 


Lemmings 


copular British 
videogame of all time. At one point the world 


E The lemmings get festive thanks to some 
snowmen, bunting, and even little bobble hats. 


to make. We can only suspect that 1,094 days of those three years 
were probably spent pointing lenses at cliff faces and scratching 
baffled heads. But regardless, it was this idea that sparked the 
inspiration for one of the most successful videogames of all time. 

Like its credulous heroes, 
Lemmings began life small, simple, 
and somewhat scruffy. It was 1989 
at the DMA offices in Scotland 
when, during the development of 
the game Walker, a challenge was 
laid down that a moving character 
couldn't be created inside an 8x8 
pixel box. Programmer Mike Dailly 
took up the task and, in a single 
lunch break, quickly mocked up a 
set of walking sprites that conformed 
to the audacious criterion. The walk 
sequence that Dailly created showed 
small scrutfy-looking characters getting smashed by a ten-ton weight 
and it was this that inspired the look and rather macabre premise 
for Lemmings. 

The game relied wholly on character, simplicity, and tight level 
design to find appeal, rather than visuals. But the notion of a 
landscape-based puzzle game starring a cast of tiny likeable 
dimwits and gameplay with a peculiar focus on man-management 
couldn't have really worked any other way — some would argue that 
Lemmings 3D was proof of that. Despite their diminutive bulk and 
large numbers, the lemmings had a personality that would easily 
eclipse that of characters five times their size. The simplistic-looking 
sprites were deftly plonked inside suitably minimalist environments, 
allowing them not to feel overshadowed. And the lemmings’ wild 
tousled watts of green hair provided a subtle beacon, making it easy 
to keep tabs on their numbers, against their dangerous and dark 
surroundings. 

With eight jobs to dole out to your chosen lemming, effortlessly 
assigned using the game's deft and intuitive mouse controls, the 
trick to saving your tribe required both logic and planning. Rarely is 
repetition in a videogame enjoyable, and we'll be the first to admit 
that Lemmings’ trial-and-error gameplay could often prove deeply 
testing at times — especially on the Mayhem skill level, but the game 
was also greatly rewarding and feverously addictive. Its finely tuned 
difficulty curve was spot on, and few games can boast such a smooth 
difficulty curve as Lemmings. Like a brainteaser you've been poring 
over but are gradually chipping away at with every turn, seeing your 
final lemming find his small patch of solace always brings a huge 
sense of accomplishment. 
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E Mike says this devilish stage was meant to be 
All The Fives, but finishing it proved too difficult. 


UES EEE HALL OF FAME... LEMMINGS HH 








The ‘save the lemmings’ 
ethos was inspired by the 
mistaken idea that during 

migration season they 
belly flop over cliff faces 
before drowning in a sea of 
suicide. However, it's been 
proved that the creatures 
do nothing of the sort. 

Regardless, in the game 
that's exactly how they re 

depicted. After falling 
through a hatch they march 
forward in a straight line, 
oblivious to any flames, 
grinders, or drops they 
encounter, until they come 
up against a solid obstacle 
and then quickly turn about 
face the other way. 


The signature snot- 
green hair wasn't solely 
decided by choice, but 
also because of technical 
limitations. The first 
Lemmings demo was 
actually written on a PC, 
and its EGA pallette could 
only display 16 colours 
on screen at once. The 
original animation had 
the critters sporting a 
bright blue rinse before 
their hair colour was 
later switched for green 
— probably as it shows up 
much better against the 
dark backgrounds. 


When they weren't committing mass 
suicide, the lemmings proved extremely 
hardworking as DMA infused the little 
critters with eight distinct skills — well, 
seven and a rather comical self-destruct 
trigger. The lemmings could scale 
buildings, build bridges, dig, or delicately 
float to the ground with the help of a 
yellow parasol. Cunningly, these tools 

of salvation were often capped, or 
sometimes locked in particular stages, 
so it was important to get a clutch on the 
tools and use them wisely to finish each 
of the game's wildly mind-bending levels. 





To help breathe more 
character into the 
lemmings, DMA blessed 
them with comical high- 
pitched voices. Two of 
their most memorable 
catchphrases were 
Let's go’, which they 
announced at the 
beginning of a level, 
and the humorous ‘Oh 
no’, which they yelped 
whenever they were about 
to snuff it. 


Mike Dailly's original sprites saw the 

tiny rodents sporting yellow tops, grey 
slacks, white trainers and rather painful- 
looking sunburn. The original five colours 
were later dropped for three with the 
final incarnation seeing the characters 
with pale white skin, green hair, and 
wearing blue dresses, helping to give the 
lemmings their simple yet distinctive look. 





E The last stage finds the little scamps split up lll A Psygnosis Amiga classic gets brilliantly E Taito's colourful platforming classic gets sent up Bl The most peculiar spin-off found our heroes 
and with one final mountain to climb. parodied in another. Can you guess which one? in red brickwork. unwinding and unloading with a paintball gun. 
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4 LEMMINGS 
TOP JUMPS 


mmm THIS ISSUE'S RETRO COMES WITH AN EXCLUSIVE THROWAWAY 


FREE GIFT. TO GET STARTED ALL YOU'LL NEED IS YOUR OWN COLOUR ر‎ 


PHOTOCOPIER, MAD CUTTING-OUT SKILLS, AND SOMEONE WITH 
ANOTHER DECK. AND THUS BEGINS A POTENTIAL LIFETIME OF 


۳۹ COMPLIMENTARY ENTERTAINMENT. HAPPY TRUMPING, ۰ F1 a 
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HALL OF FAME... LEMMINGS 
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games' meets noted author, game 

designer, philosopher, photographer ~ 
and staunch Apple enthusiast Yoot Saito 
to discuss simulation games, voice A 





recognition and acerbic-talking fish men 


YOOT SAITO IS an intellectual. He 
has a number of books to his name, 

» 5 | he attended a prestigious Tokyo 
university, and is full of wit and spark. He 
is also a playful, occasionally impertinent 
individual for whom videogames represent a 
unique creative outlet, and this has led to his 
gameography consisting largely of titles that 
are either difficult or impossible to categorise. 
There are common themes to be found 
throughout his oeuvre — communication, 
simulation, unusual  player-character 


relationships — but the general rule with 


games from Vivarium (Saito's Tokyo studio) is 
to expect originality in its boldest form. 
Saito's further education was spent at 
Tokyo's Waseda University, where he studied 
Science, «engineering and architecture. 
Perhaps surprisingly he was not at all 
interested in producing games while he 
was a student. “I thought games as a form 
of entertainment were a waste of time," 





Saito reflects. Fortunately for anyone who 
has ever experienced the unhinged joy of a 
Saito production, his stance soon changed 
when he discovered what he describes as 
the "wonderful presentation techniques" of 
simulation games. In particular, one title 
had a profound effect on his appreciation 
of this medium: "Experiencing SimCity on a 
Mac with a monochrome screen was what 
motivated me to want to produce games. I 
had played many other games before thot, 
but I hadnt been interested in making my 
own games until that point. I think that's why, 
even now, my productions are always strongly 
coloured with values that are important to the 
simulation genre.” 

After graduating from Waseda, 
Saito immediately found employment at a 
publishing house. "This was a really big 
company I had joined,” he recalls. “I was part 
of a team that irching ‘The Future 
of Information | N 
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Vivarium somehow managed to convince the 


to the attention it received from a certain sim design 
Japanese public that Seaman was a real fish. 


demigod. Saito says: "As soon as the Mac version 
became a hit in Japan, the president of Maxis, Jeff 
[Braun], got in touch with me. The author of SimCity, 
Will Wright, apparently told him that my game was 
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۱ ‘interesting’, so Maxis immediately decided to contact 
A me to discuss the prospect ot a worldwide release 

Y $ for The Tower. As Sim Tower, it became a big hit in 


Europe and the States. I feel really honoured by that.” 


UNFORTUNATELY FOR SAITO, his newfound 
international publishing ally was about to be absorbed 


by Electronic Arts. From a Western perspective this 
j would perhaps not appear to be a major obstacle 
p ^ to an ascendant indie developer, yet cultural and 


linguistic factors here conspired to prevent Saito 
from building on his initial success with Sim Tower. 
“Once Maxis was drawn in by EA, I didn't really know 


“THAT'S HORRIBLE! HE 
KEPT ON YELLING. THIS 
INTENSE REACTION 
WAS A GOOD SIGN 











Business’. My first game was a Mac/ 

DOS title put out by this company... 
Under the pretence of it being a project linked 
in with “The Future of Information Media’, 
it was released as something termed ‘Simulation 
Media’. While I was working on that title, I was 


always thinking ahead and looking for new themes. 


PRY M 
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who I should speak to about doing another 
game. I wanted to work on various other projects 
[with EA], but when things turn into big business, 















Yoot Saito isnt just an inventive game 
designer, he's also the author of two books. 


One of those ideas I had was simply 'elevators and 
skyscrapers’. In the end, this publisher refused me the 
right to make a new title on the grounds that it was 'not 
a games company’, so I didnt hang around there for 
long. Instead I became independent and produced 
The Tower at my own expense." 

The Tower (see Climbing The Tower) was a hugely 
successful venture: not only did it do brisk trade in 
Japan, but it also earned an award trom the Nikkei 
newspaper for its creator and, eventually, went on 
to become an international bestseller thanks in part 


The other string to Yoot Saito's bow 


SAITO HAS written two books 
on the subject of Apple. The first 
deals with Apple's early presence 
in Japan. "I found an old Apple 
II for sale as junk in Akihabara,” 
he says, "and on the back of the 
unit there was a sticker of Toray 
[a large Japanese synthetic fibre 
manufacturer], which read 'Master 
Distributer'. I had a great degree 
` of familiarity with Toray, but I found 
it really strange that the company 
had at some point been marketing 
Apple II hardware. This had evidently 
occurred before I had even thought 
of buying a Mac/Apple, so I started 
to ask older Mac users about this. 


games'' 


Mv research eventuallv turned into a 
book, written from a perspective that 
explains how the seemingly strong- 
willed, extravagant Apple brand was 
being carelessly brandished by this 
large Japanese company. That made 
for a very amusing story. 

The other book I penned,” Saito 
continues, “stems from a strong 
desire to meet and talk directly with 
the people behind the creation of 
Apple, the Macintosh, the mouse, 
and so on. A magazine called 
MacWorld Japan) was producing 
a tenth anniversary special issue 
to celebrate the inception of the 
Macintosh, so I pitched a feature 


O 


article where I would interview 

these people. Apart from that 
chance, I thought there wouldn't 

ever be another opportunity for me 

to talk with those people. Anyway, 

I was able to interview about 15 
people thanks to this opportunity. 

In preparation for those interviews, 

I read through every available 
reference/document many times, just 
like a university student preparing for 
an exam. I then spent a few months 
going around the west coast of 
America. I discovered the history of 
the invention of modern computers 
there. I still treasure the knowledge I 
acquired from those interviews." 


especially as far as we Japanese are concerned — 
because of the language barrier — we cant just pick 
up the phone and talk. So a lot of chances go begging, 
which is a real shame." 

Worse, things at OPeNBook, the development studio 
Saito had founded upon leaving his first employer, 
began to deteriorate after an ill-advised merger 
compromised the company's values. 'OPeNBooK 
was the first development studio I had established, " 
Saito says, “and I still think of it as though it were a 
child of mine. The inspiration behind the naming of 
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For Japanese Ears Only 


The evolution of Yoot Saito's Seaman 


HMM “Voice recognition 
technology can never be 100 

per cent complete,” says Saito. 
“Even humans can't recognise 
everything. Therefore, in many 
instances voice recognition is not 
so much a technical matter as 

it is one of exercising the user's 
mentality. I learned various 
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Seaman 2 put in a couple of strong 
showings at TGS 2006 and 2007. 


the company was that I wanted to take some valuable 
knowledge that had been thoughtlessly abandoned 
in the recesses of a laboratory, and freely distribute it 
to people in a format they could easily understand.” 

For a while things seemed to be progressing in line 
with Saito's aspirations. Eventually, though, a bad 
decision or two led to Saito becoming disillusioned 
with what he had created: “Unfortunately we ended 
up merging with another studio and the atmosphere 
turned sour. The development studio is like an 
orchestra or a band - it has to stick with one 
concept. When there are continual member 
changes, the studio will die." 


LUCKILY, SAITO - dismayed and at a 
loose end - upped and exchanged Tokyo for 
the West Coast, home of his beloved Apple. 
This, in turn, led to the creation of Saito's 
most famous work. "After the merger" he 
reflects, "OPeNBooK suddenly had a far 
greater number of older employees. I tried 
to make good use of their potential by 
increasing the volume of things we were planning to 
do as a company. Yet even though I was the majority 
shareholding owner, it became really difficult for me to 
continue working with this company. Because of this I 
decided to go to California and set up a new studio 
there. That's where Seaman was developed initially: 
it was being produced with the American market in 
mind. After a while, Sega requested that I return to 
Japan and complete Seaman as a Dreamcast game. I 
had no desire to return to OPeNBook, so that's when I 
tormed the Vivarium studio. This studio's atmosphere 

0 was far livelier and full of energy: we felt strongly from 
^ the start that we were making new things." 

Saito relates how Shoichiro Irimajiri (who was 

guiding the company through a transitional period 
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things from the experience 

of developing Seaman,' he 
concludes, and it's clear that 

the benefit of these lessons was 
utilised in the creation of Seaman 
2, which appeared in Japan as a 
PS2 release in 2007. Unlike the 
original, the sequel leaps out of 
the water and finds the player 





Leonard Nimoy recording 
narration for Seaman in 1999. 


interacting with a Peking Man 

in a tropical island setting. Alas, 
there are no plans for an English- 
language release of Seaman 2, 
although the thematically similar 
Gabo would have been released 
internationally were it not for 
Apple's decision to refuse its 
presence in the App Store. 
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The sequel made use of the mic accessory Vivarium and Sega promoted Seaman 2 
bundled with the PS2 adaptation of the original. lil at Tokyo Game Show 2006. 





as the Saturn was phased out and the Dreamcast 
beamed in) instigated this deal: “When I was making 
Seaman in California, I had a phone call from Sega 
president Irimajiri-san. Let's have dinner’, he said. 
It was my birthday, as it happens, and so we went 
to a sushi bar and talked about various things. I had 
my Powerbook with me and it contained a prototype 
of Seaman, so I showed this to him and — perhaps 
partly because we were in this sushi bar, surrounded 
by and eating raw fish — he repeatedly shot back 
with ‘That's horrible! He kept on yelling 
‘Horrible!’ This intense reaction was a 
good sign, though. It convinced me that 
this game could sell. Then, later that night, 
he proposed that I develop Seaman for 
the Katana [Dreamcast s codename at the 
time]. Irimajiri-san had been president of 
Honda America and was a genius of an 
engineer, but while he was knowledgeable 
about computer stuff, it seems he'd never 
seen such strange software — apparently 
that's why he was so interested in it." 
Curious as it may have seemed at the time, Seaman 
was born of Saito’s realisation of the bizarre potential 
in a slightly modified pet/owner relationship. "The 
reason that I unified a human character with a fish was 
simple," Saito explains. "It struck me that when I was 
in my own room, in my own private environment, I was 
being peeped at by a pet... and if you put that in words 
it sounded quite shocking. To that concept I just added 
a face and a voice to a pet designated as a tropical fish 
that lived in a fish tank. More than the concept itself, the 
fact that so many people collaborated to complete the 


ah 

production of a game based on this apparently stupid | 1 

joke of an idea made it a very significant project." E 
Saito's "stupid joke" of a game concept was fresh T 

and unique: Aki Maita's Tamagotchi m l 
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The making of RTS/pinball hybrid Odama 


"I APPROACHED 
NINTENDO vwith the 
concept for Odama,” 
Saito reveals. "I made the 
suggestion to them many 
times over.” Eventually 
they bought the idea, and 
Saito's unique approach 
to pinball/RTS made novel 
use of Nintendo's plug- 
in microphone released 
for use with GameCube 


software. "Communication 
between the player and 


the game is vital,” he says. 


"I don't like games that 
contain movie sequences. 
Such games make for 
experiences where the 
player's existence seems 
to be insufficient. Games 
should be designed from 
the ear. It goes without 
saying that the ear is an 


input. When the audio 

is interesting, the game 
changes into something 
that's very novel and 
original. Nintendo showed 
that it recognised this 
through the development 
of game hardware where 
that cooped-up feeling 
was surmounted by the 
addition of touchpens, 
nunchuks, and so on.” 


O 


| E Odama featured some imaginative levels E = e= 
| towards the end, but few people il 
' long enough to see a 
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This overview of Odamas distinct appeal was prepared for 
Famitsu, first printed in promotion of the game's 2003 release. 
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Saito plans the "rotation" of dancing construction 
workers from the feudal era... 


...and jots a human bridge... 


cins in part 9 popo 


1 
Wi Yoot Saito sketched ti piani Odama and Maruta (t 


relative pros and con 


a2 phenomenon had already been established 
mmmm in Japan a few years earlier, but to categorise 
Seaman merely as a similar type of ‘virtual pet’ would 
be wide of the mark. The player-character relationship 
proposed in Seaman is unique and is moored in 
oaito's own dry sense of humour. lo an extent, 
however, Dreamcast hardware and sound library 
limitations necessitated Seaman's ad 
acerbic turn of phrase, as Saito explains: 
think that players wish for relationships 
with characters who will actually come to 
۱ ا‎ 
life for them. In order to make the player " 
think of the character as a sentient being, "T 
the player's conversation must be seen 
to be understood: the dialogue should 
be similar to that of a movie, with the 
fj player feeling as though the other party 





2 A scene from Vivarium's underperforming 
late GameCube release, Odama. 


n eN 
really understands what he/she is saying. U 


In order to realise that no matter how we went about it, 
Seaman ended up speaking in a harsh and scathing 
manner... just like a mother scolding her son. But 
that harshness is actually underlined by atfection, so 


9, 0 


3 
7 ( 


b 
mA... 


when you hear it it's not something that makes you feel 
upset. It's not slander. It's a warning for the sake of the 
person who is being admonished. That's why Seaman 
doesnt merely say impolite things — he also praises 
and peps up the user. However, players had never 
previously been admonished from within the screen 
of a game, so l think that's why it made such a great 
impression on people." 


EHEHE SUPPORT FROM SEGA was crucial because of 
the scale of Vivarium's ambition. "Thinking back now,” 
Saito muses, “I suppose developing Seaman was a 
very difficult job, but at the time it was also a lot of 
fun. Nervous excitement has a magical power in that 
it makes difficult work feel easy. We overcame many 
hurdles I think. First we had to persuade Sega to help 
with mic input and with the preparation of a voice- 
recognition library. Those were big things. Happily, 
Sega gave us support whenever we needed it. I'm 
grateful for that. However, I didnt realise this at the 
time, but I was apparently teased a lot by Sega staff 
as they were saying There's no way that repulsive- 
looking thing can ever be a hit’. [Laughs.] Certainly 
there wasn't any previous record of a disgusting, 
cheeky game character landing a hit with a home 
console game, so I suppose you could argue that the 
teasing was justified." 

Despite Sega staffers’ derision, Seaman became 
one of the first significant Dreamcast successes in 
Japan, selling nearly four hundred thousand copies 
and in the process becoming an unlikely social 
and cultural phenomenon. That its rapid uptake by 

all corners of Japanese society can be attributed 
to the ingenious marketing tactics of its creator 
is truly remarkable. Saito himself explains his 

actions: “I fabricated a foolish-sounding story 
to expound the obviously spurious claim 
that "This mysterious fish once really 
existed’. I next came up with a way to 
surreptitiously get this reported in the 
media as fact. The story would be the 
basis of the trick, so I put a great amount 
of work into research before creating the 
story. A little while after Seaman went on 
sale, Japanese TV stations began to play 
along with the joke - they also mixed in their own 
humour — and in the end, thanks to this fanciful story 
being reported in the media, lots of people started to 
actually believe it. ‘Seaman, that fish, really existed’ 
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became something of an urban legend. Of 
course I knew that eventually I'd be found 
out, but I think intelligent people appreciated 
the joke and as a result were attracted to the 
game." 





SEAMAN'S SUCCESS IN Japan was “far in 
excess" of Saitos expectations, paving the way 
for a Japan-only sequel on the PlayStation 2. Even 
today, a decade on from Seaman's appearance in 
the public consciousness, it remains a well-known 
property in Japan. For its creator, the public's reaction 
was particularly rewarding: "Major comedians were 
presenting Seaman parody material on national 
television, and when a famous baseball player was 
recuperating from an injury, he told reporters that 
it had 
clearly become something of a social phenomenon. 
I remember many instances when I would be having 
a drink in a bar and the people sat next to me would 
come out with things like Tm playing Seaman, 
and youll never guess what he said to me today...' 


he was spending his time with Seaman... 


O 


GIFT OF THE GABO 


The Vivarium iPhone game vou'll never get to play 


MOM WITH THE PEKING Man 

of Seaman 2 reappearing as its 
protagonist, Gabo was intended 

to be a portable extension of 

some of the basics of Vivarium's 
previous titles. Unfortunately, Apple 
rejected it citing “unpleasant 
presentation”. Saito has since given 
up on attempting to release Gabo. "I 
sense that Apple is becoming more 
conservative than Nintendo,” Saito 
says. “I can only wait until there is 


some new blood there — people who 
can accurately evaluate a game. I'm 
working far away from iPhone now, 
but I hope to return with a new idea 
and make a fresh attempt to release 
an iPhone game.” 

In spite of his frustrations with the 
Gabo experience, Saito remains 
an admirer of the iPhone as a 
development platform: "Its high level 
of compatibility and elasticity sets it 
apart from the likes of the DSi. 


DEVELOPING SEAMAN 
WAS A DIFFICULT JOB, 
BUT AT THE TIME IT WAS 
ALSO A LOT OF FUN 


m Perhaps little Gabo was too underdressed to 
be accepted by Apple's QA department. 


The concept art for Saito's Odama depicts the bizarre 
human drama that is only seen from far above in game. 
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Overhearing such conversations and seeing 
the reactions of celebrities was a real privilege 
for me as the game's creator." 

After developing Seaman 2 (see For Japanese 
Ears Only) and Odama (see Pinball Wizardry), Saito 
and his team came full circle to again develop 
a videogame for one of Apple's platforms. Gabo 
is/was an iPhone game that is loosely related to 
Seaman 2, and yet for some strange reason it was 
turned away by the App Store gatekeepers. Looking 
to the future, Yoot Saito has found an altogether 
new objective: “I would like to make films. It's 
a dream Ive had since being a child, and I'm 
now proceeding with preparations for that. I think 
I've learned an awful lot from developing games, 
particularly in terms of story composition and 
techniques for generating empathy, and now 


m We think the world of Saito's games, so let's 
hope he returns with a new iPhone project soon. 





REVIEW NO MORE HEROES 2: DESPERATE STRUGGLE Wii 


THERE’S NO MORE RIDING AROUND TH THOSE ‘DULL: 
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AND LIFELESS GREY STREETS, AND NO REAL REASON 
TO DO SO, EITHER A 





ARE TWO BEAM KATANAS 
BETTER THAN ONE? 


One of the most exciting changes‏ له 
to the No More Heroes template, at‏ 
least when we first clapped eyes‏ 
on the sequel, was the prospect of‏ 
using two beam katanas at once to‏ 
double your slice-and-dice pleasure.‏ 
But does the extra weaponry really‏ 
improve the game that much? Not‏ 
really. Like all the other katana‏ 
upgrades, the dual blades simply do‏ 
a little more damage, govern Travis’s‏ 
combos in a noticably different‏ 

way to the others, and look very, 
very pretty in the process. They 
don’t actually change the way the 
game is played, of course, other 
than a finishing move that involves 
thrusting both the nunchuk and 
remote down together in one sulky- 
looking gesture. But that’s fine with 
us; the important thing is that they 
look super cool and allow Travis to 
become a whirlwind of hyper-fast 
neon pink death. 











annoying as last time. 
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ACTUALLY NOT A DS GAME, AS THE NAME MIGHT HAVE YOU BELIEVE 


No More Heroes 2 
Desperate Struggle 


DETAILS 


FORMAT: Wii 

ORIGIN: Japan 

PUBLISHER: Ubisoft 
DEVELOPER: 

Grasshopper Manufacture 
PRICE: $49.99 

RELEASE: April (US: Out Now) 
PLAYERS: 1 

ONLINE REVIEWED: N/A 


Left: A roulette wheel still 
appears after every kill 
but some new abilities 
have been added as 
prizes. The best sees 
Travis transform into a 
tiger that can kill any 
enemy in a single swipe 
of its claws. 


Above: The scorpion-collecting mini-game is the only one that plays in 3D. And, yes, it's just as 


We never had Suda51 down as 

the kind of creator to really take 
criticism to heart. He's too much of an 
auteur for that, we thought, too dedicated 
to his own vision. Yet here we have a sequel 
to No More Heroes, which addresses so 
many criticisms of the 


the details, its characters openly admitting 
that they'd much rather just get on with the 
game instead. 

All you really need to know as a player 
is that this premise is actually just a thinly 
veiled excuse to radically overhaul the entire 

structure of Travis’ 


first game that it nearly M | S S | N G LI N K adventure. The city 


becomes something 


itself, easily the most 


else entirely. Nearly WHAT WE WOULD CHANGE criticised of the first 


but not quite, of course, NO MORE FRIENDS: New playable characters, 
Shinobu and Henry, aren't quite as good as we hoped. 
Remove the platform sections and give Henry more to 
unbridled individualism do and the game would be much better. 


because Grasshopper's 


is still here in spades. 

Kicking off three years after the last game, 
Desperate Struggle sees Travis Touchdown 
wander back into a Santa Destroy that has 
undergone many changes since he rose to 
the top of the assassin league only to throw 
it all away. A ruthless capitalist has moved 
into town, erecting skyscrapers everywhere, 
populating the streets with tacky fast food 
restaurants and transforming assassination 
into a corporately sponsored sport. Much has 
changed but Grasshopper won't bore you with 





games features, is now 
little more than a menu 
from which to select 
missions. Theres no 
more riding around those dull and lifeless grey 
streets, and no real reason to do so, either. 
Where the first game required you to travel 
around town, taking on fights and odd jobs 
before you could pay your way through the 
UAA rankings, Desperate Struggle allows you 
to jump straight into a main story mission if 
you so wish. 

Money can still be a valuable resource for 
Travis, however. If you need to upgrade his 
Beam Katana, buy him some new clothes or 
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BETTER THAN 


NVHL 3S30M 


NO MORE HEROES 


Left: Ecstasy mode looks 
suitably manic when in 
motion. Travis seemingly 
teleports between each 
slash while the camera 
adopts a stylish 'damaged 
film' effect. 
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REVIEW NO MORE HEROES 2: DESPERATE STRUGGLE Wii 


1 upgrade his skills at the gym, then 
youre going to have to take on a 


few jobs. These too have been completely 
overhauled: somewhat monotonous in the 
first game, the jobs are now anything but. 
Styled like old-school Famicom games, 
they deliver instant arcade satisfaction and 
enable you to walk away between levels if 
you decide you've had enough. With seven 
such jobs available, some do fall flat, but 
others are absolute genius and - in a couple 
of cases - are even worthy of their own 
standalone game. 


as [his dramatically streamlined structure 
makes No More Heroes 2 a quicker-paced 
and much more linear game than before, and 
draws almost all attention towards its 
combat. Thankfully, this is the one area of the 
game that Grasshopper has actually 
expanded upon. In No More Heroes, the meat 
of Travis's abilities basically boiled down to 
the use of Dark Step - a precisely timed 
dodge that slowed down time long enough to 
wail on the enemy - but that now feels a little 
run-of-the-mill a few months after 
Bayonetta's Witch Time. Dark Step remains 
this time but is now complemented by 
Ecstasy mode - a hyper-fast combo that can 
be unleashed once Travis has strung together 
a number of consecutive hits without taking 
damage, to fill up the Tiger Meter in the 
bottom right corner of the screen. Good 
enough to take down about four or five 
enemies in one unbroken combo, Ecstasy 
mode is best used in conjunction with Dark 
Step, the latter affording Travis the best way 
to power up his Tiger Meter, the former 
rewarding the player for the not 
inconsiderable feat of skill involved in pulling 
off a few Dark Steps without taking damage. 

Since Travis is now more capable than 
ever, Grasshopper has also improved the 
abilities of those he fights. Standard enemies 
are no longer the mass of identikit thugs that 
line up to have their arses handed back to 
them, but now come in a variety of different 
forms. Each type has its own characteristics 
— including attack pattern, size, speed and 
weaponry - that force the player to switch 
strategies on the fly, as they move between 
adversaries and learn to prioritises between 
the biggest threats and easiest kills. There's 
no right or wrong way to approach such 
crowds, which only makes the learning 
process as much an exercise in variety as it 
is one of finding your own style. 

In addition to mastering Travis's move set, 
players can also expect to take control of 
two other characters as well. Fan favourites 
Henry and Shinobu both return in playable 
form but neither benefits the game as much 
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Q. ARE THERE ANY 
SECRET BATTLES? 


There are definitely some optional 
battles. But secret? No. There's 
nothing like the Henry battle from 
the last game. 


Q. AND ARE THERE ANY 
HIDDEN UNLOCKABLES? 


Yep. There's a New Game Plus 
that carries over your upgrades 
to ‘Bitter’ difficulty, and there's an 
unlockable Deathmatch mode. 


Q. MULTIPLAYER?! 


It actually enables you to play 
any of the bosses without having 
to work through the game to 

get to them. 





Right: Dizzy opponents can 
once again be grappled with 
a motion-controlled wrestling 
move, which Travis now 
acquires by reading 

weekly magazines. 


as we expected. Each has their own unique 
fighting style — aerial combos and ranged 
attacks for Shinobu, dashes and fireballs for 
Henry — which definitely brings respite from 
Travis overkill, but is let down by a couple of 
serious flaws. Shinobu is the worst afflicted, 
her ability to jump leading Grasshopper to 
design awkward platform levels around her 
that expertly combine awkward camera 
movement, invisible walls and trial-and-error 
leaps to provoke unprecedented levels of 
frustration. Henry plays well enough, on the 
other hand, but can only be played for a single 


HENRY AND SHINOBU BOTH RETURN IN PLAYABLE 
FORM BUT NEITHER BENEFITS THE GAME AS 


MUCH AS WE EXPECTED 











Above: Shinobu has 
a regular sword 
rather than a beam 
katana, but she still 
has to 'recharge' it 
from time to time by 
sharpening it with 
a stone. 
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Below: There are four different beam katanas to acquire throughout the game, but 
most will choose to stick with the dual blades. 


PIPE MANIAC 


4 Of all the retro minigames in No More Heroes 2 the 
best is probably Lay The Pipe, though it will probably 
disappoint anyone who expects some sort of Hot Coffee- 
style ‘fun’ from the title. Like a cross between Pipemania 
and Mr Driller, it sees Travis actually working inside 

the classic pipe-organizing puzzle game. Pick up a pipe 
section, twirl it around and place it where it needs to go 
and you’re halfway to victory. But if you manage to fence 
Travis into a corner then you're going to have to do some 
serious, high-speed pipe rearranging to get out of there 
before the water all comes pouring out. A clever twist on 
an old classic, and a very addictive little game in its own 
right, Lay The Pipe could easily be expanded into a full 
release and we'd love to see it appear on DS or WiiWare. 







































boss battle. His other three missions happen 
off-camera and are only seen through a 
series of Polaroids, teasingly shown to the 
player. Now, we know 5۱0851 has a habit of 
winding up his fans, either with chore-like 
gameplay or by referring to absent content, 
but this just feels particularly mean given 
how popular the cult figure of Henry has 
become. 


as Playable characters are important, of 
course, but No More Heroes is just as much 
about those you kill as 
those you control. 
Fifteen bosses appear 
this time around, and all 
are just as memorable, 
crazy and fun to fight as 
the original game's ten. 
Some familiar faces 
return in very unexpected ways, and each 
has an axe to grind... right through Travis's 
face. New bosses include a fat undead man in 
a haunted house; a melancholy pop singer 
with Doctor Octopus-style beam katana 
arms; a Cloud Strife lookalike; a cosmonaut 
who's been lost in space for decades; and a 
high school girl, with a recorder/double- 
ended beam katana, who's intent on working 
through her crush on Travis by killing him. 
Quite how some of these people managed to 
gain UAA membership status we simply 
cannot fathom. 

Humour is, once again, the main 
motivation for working your way through 
the ranks. The absurdity of each boss battle 


ENHANCED ۳ 


0 


THE BEST BITS IN THE GAME AND 


WHEN YOU CAN EXPECT TO SEE THEM 
2 MINS 


O Desperate Struggle 
kicks things off just as it 
means to go on, with an 
awesome boss battle. 
Expository cut-scenes 
and difficulty selection 
cleverly inter-cut the 
battle throughout. 





2 HOURS 


O Need to upgrade 

your beam katana and 
physical attributes? Earn 
some money by playing 
a few retro game-style 
job missions. We 
recommend the excellent 
Lay The Pipe. 





2 DAYS 


O It doesn't take very 
long to finish — and 
doesn't feature the first 
game's hidden extras — 
but Desperate Struggle 
does at least go out on a 
high with an epically silly 
three-stage boss battle. 
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has been diminished bv not one single laugh, 
not even with Platinum Games increasingly 
stepping on Grasshopper’s turf. The jokes 
come thick and fast throughout the 12-hour 
playtime, and take in the usual themes of 
sexual depravity, ultra violence and knowing 
jabs at videogame convention. It's lowbrow 
humour by anyone's standards, naturally, but 
it's taken to such extremes, and so indulgently, 
that you cant help but laugh along with the 
designers. 
Desperate Struggles postmodern blend 
of in-jokes, action 
blood-splattered 
combat may seem like 


IMPROVING ON THE ORIGINAL hyperactive nonsense, 


ALL CHANGE: Grasshopper has made a lot of but 
changes for the sequel, streamlining the structure 
and making the combat more complex. The game is 
more fun to play now, though it doesn’t last as long. for the 


Grasshopper 
doesn't make games 
uninitiated. 

This is a videogame 
for people who are already in on the 
joke, who've suffered through enough 
bad anime to appreciate the parodies, 
watched Dante ride his bike up a wall, longing 
to see something more stupid, and played 
killer7 hardly caring that the story didn't make 
sense. 

Those gamers will have played the first 
No More Heroes, of course, which arguably 
makes a sequel redundant. Perhaps this is 
why Grasshopper saw fit to overhaul the 
game, creating as many problems as have 
been fixed. But we're not going to complain 


VERDICT 8/10 


THE STRAWBERRY IS STILL VERY MUCH ON THE SHORTCAKE 
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He ts arguably a unique 

voice in the mainstream 
industry, and a convincing 
argument for the existence of 
the auteur in game design. 

He ts also the CEO of one of 
the fastest-growing and most 
progressive studios in Japan. 
We sit down with Grasshopper 
Manufacture's Goichi Suda to 
discuss the balance between the 
commercial and the creative 




















he day is off to a bad start. We’re in 

t the offices of a hip London PR agency, 
surrounded by distressed-wood 

furniture, exposed brickwork, and floor- 

to-ceiling glass, waiting for the arrival 

of a very special individual: Grasshopper 

Manufacture’s Suda 51 - Goichi Suda to 

his parents. We are the first interview on 

his promotional tour for No More Heroes 

2. We have researched every facet of 

Grasshopper’s current dealings. We have a 

professional photographer waiting patiently 

in tow. The circumstances are ideal. We have 

every angle covered. 

Every angle, that is, except for French air-traffic 
control. We are politely informed that Suda’s 
connecting flight from Paris was cancelled, forcing 
him, after a protracted wait for the news, to catch 
the Eurostar to London. He hasn’t checked into 
his hotel and his bags still haven’t arrived. He 
is unwashed, unshaven, and wearing the same 
clothes he left Tokyo in, God-knows how many 
hours ago. What’s more, he’s on his way back from 
a very well-deserved lunch in Soho - not only will 
Suda be in the grip of brutal jet-lag, but ۵ 
feeling the tranquilising effect of a full stomach, 
too. We repeat: the day is off to a bad start. 

Yet the rising feeling of despondency evaporates 
the second Suda walks through the door. He is 
bright and chaity, clearly bearing his hardships with 
good humour. He wears a black hoodie splashed 
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with the iconic cover art from Joy Divisions Unknown 
Pleasures, drum-tight black jeans, and a quite 
extraordinary pair of gold-trimmed, faux-snakeskin 
trainers — so red that, at first glance, they appear to be 
his feet, grotesquely swollen by the cruelly restrictive 
cut of his trousers. 

We don't know what the foreboding circumstances 
had led us to expect, but the person before us isn't it. 
This is the image of Goichi Suda the mind conjours 
whenever we think of him; wearing his personality 
brazenly on the surface, just as his games consistently 
do. Tomorrow he might be groomed, manicured, 
tailored and ready for the cameras, but today we have 
Suda dressed for a long-haul flight, in his comfort 
zone, on his day off. We don't begrudge the man a 
power-nap or a change of clothes, but secretly, we 
couldn't be happier. 


esigners like Goichi Suda are rare. The 

games industry has yet to develop a system 

that supports personal expression on a large 
scale, and so the mainstream has become weighed 
down by products that feel as if they're designed 
by committee. In a sense, the publisher-controlled 
industry of today is similar to the studio-system that 
dominated Hollywood in the first half of the 20th 
Century, and it was only through its dissolution that 
cinema was able to embrace the auteur model and 
ascend to a higher level of creativity. 

The film industry is steadily slipping back into its 
old ways - hence the dire state of contemporary, 
mainstream cinema - but videogames seem to be 
breaking free. Lionhead, Kojima Productions, Maxis, 
BioWare; they have found a way to express a singular 
vision within the confines of the machine; they are 
our equivalents of Orson Welles, Alfred Hitchcock and 
John Ford. Goichi Suda and Grasshopper Manufacture 
can be counted among them. 

Despite their differences, killer7 No More Heroes 
and No More Heroes 2 display a consistent world- 
view. Violent, surreal, culturally savvy and self- 
referential, they are redolent of the cinema of Quentin 
Tarantino — an obvious influence — and appeal to the 
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"With No More Heroes, I 
tried to check as many 
reviews as possible, from 
fans and journalists, 
and No More Heroes 2 
is a reflection of that. 
The reviews were very 
important to how the 
game was made” 


afficionado in precisely the same way. Tarantino is a 
self-confessed geek, a former video store employee, 
a student of film history, one of us. His style is a 
composite of his loves and passions, yet somehow 
manages to transcend them all. So it is with Suda 51 - 
the riotous imagination of his games is the stream of 
our own consciousness. 

This is most apparent in the wonderfully 





: scattershot No More Heroes. The title itself is a 


reference to the mediumss love of thick-shouldered, 
square-jawed protagonists. It offers up an antidote 

in the form of Travis Touchdown: an achingly self- 
conscious otaku whose time is spent on toys, comics, 
and obsessing about the loss of his virginity. He 

gets the chance to live out his power fantasies, and 
potentially address his sexual inexperience, after 


: winning a beam-katana - a sly nod to Star Wars’ 


unassailable position in geek culture. 

Indeed, No More Heroes is so stuffed with nods 
and winks that it nearly collapses under the weight of 
them. The location, Santa Destroy, is an open world 
that offers virtually nothing to do beyond riding Travis's 
bike between destinations — a barbarous comment on 


the abundance of sandbox games that aim to impress 
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through size rather than interactivity. At one point in 
the game, one of the cut-scenes speeds up so fast it 
becomes impossible to understand what's happening 
— a witty acknowledgement of gamers’ intolerance for 
long passages of drama in action games. 

It can easily be argued that Santa Destroy's 
vacuity became irritating, or that skipping through a 
potentially important dramatic moment deprived the 
game of substance, but that seems to be missing the 
point. This knowing disregard for convention is a part 
of Suda's ‘punk’ philosophy, which is what makes him 
such a rare talent. He made those choices knowing 
perfectly well what the sacrifices were; he made them 
precisely because nobody else does. 


o More Heroes 2 is more refined, 
n with many of those rough edges and 
cavalier decisions replaced by more 

conventional choices. |t received an eight out 
of ten score in these pages, its more streamlined, 
consumer-friendly approach arriving at the expense 
of at least some of the original's raucous charm. 
We posit that it felt almost like a punk band gaining 
popular recognition, and then making an album with 
complex instrumentation and production. The songs 
may be better, catchier, more musically sophisticated, 
and get more radio play, but fans will always prefer the 
original sound, before the band were big. 

“| understand what you mean, but | tried my best 
on No More Heroes 2, he says. “[In No More Heroes] 
| put in a lot of things that inspired me, and | think 
some people didn't understand it because there were 
so many ideas in one game. With No More Heroes, | 
tried to check as many reviews as possible, from fans 
and journalists, and No More Heroes 2is a reflection 
of that. The reviews were very important to how the 
game was made... l'm really happy about [your NMHZ| 
review, because | was confused about whether my 
decision to cut the open world was correct. | didn't 
know if that decision would lead to good scores." 

This is clearly important to Suda, because, at one 
stage, a sequel to No More Heroes seemed unlikely. 
At the time of its release it was widely assumed that 


Grasshopper's 
New Recruits 
Point To Exciting 
Times Ahead 


DEBATE about the health 
of the Japanese games 
industry and creativity is 
rife. Capcom, Square Enix, 


Namco Bandai, Konami; 
each has made their desire 
to branch into the West a 
matter of public record but, 
for Goichi Suda, that desire 
is fuelled by so much more 
than money. Certainly, 
Suda was preaching the 
gospel of international 
appeal when there was 
no financial imperative 
to do so: his tastes are 
international; as a result, 
so are his games. 
Akira Yamaoka should 
be the perfect sparring 
partner. The Silent Hill 
composer and producer 
spoke about the growing 
divide between Japan and 
the West while working on 
Silent Hill: Homecoming 
in 2007. "There's a huge DH ۱ 
gap actually,” he said. AE l a A / 4 4 
“(Western developers wG 2 7 VANE 
— are] very advanced. I'm Yi A / 
< Japanese, and I think this S " MZ, E^ 
s. ۱ is not just with Silent Hill, BEI 7 / 
but with the whole of the [J ۱ A i | 
industry -Ilook at what MOESESNENE LS 
American developers are f; / ۶ 7 / 1 i), / / Vi ^ 
doing and I think, Wow... f 1 37 7 
Japan is in trouble.” ? Ij 7 1 ۱ 
According to Suda, 
he made contact with 
Yamaoka as soon as the 
rumours of his departure 
from Konami gained 
substance. There was 
mutual admiration 
between them, but it was 
their shared belief about 
the importance of fusing 
Japanese and Western 
design principles that 
convinced Yamaoka to 
join Grasshopper. 
“Tt was a case of 
really good timing,” he 
told Kotaku recently. "I 
knew about Suda long 
before I met him. I saw 
Grasshopper as one of 
the few Japanese outfits 
whose games can appeal 
to an overseas audience... 
Once we started discussing 
how we wanted to do 
something creative for 
a world audience, I was 
hooked on the company.” 
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Grasshopper design team —. 
E never been busier 
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PERVERSELY, THE ONLY 
Grasshopper project on this list 

that actually has a title also seems 
the least likely to be released in 

the near future. Kurayamiis a 
“bizarre” Kafka-inspired story of 

a man stranded in a strange town 
with its even stranger residents. 
Darkness will play a key role in the 
gameplay, with the protagonist’s 
torch used in a similar fashion to 
Alan Wake. If vou're thinking Silent 
Hill, don’t worry: so is everybody 
else, and with Akira Yamaoka now T€ 
a fixture at the studio that link has + c $ ۱ وس‎ 
only become stronger. The concept À : 
art is particularly intriguing, but 
recent comments made by Suda 
suggest that Kurayami is still a long 
way from full development. 
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of 2008, this action-horror game 
marks the first collaboration 
between Goichi Suda and Shinji 
Mikami, with the former directing 
and the latter producing. Very little 
has been revealed so far, but during 
our talk, Suda suggested that there 
will be some sort of unveiling at 
this year’s E3. And if the combined 
talent of two of gaming’s most 
talented designers isn’t enough to 
get the blood pumping, writing the 
score will also be Akira Yamaoka’s 
first Grasshopper project. The 
creator of Resident Evil, the creator 
of killer7 and the composer for 
Silent Hill working together on a 
horror game? EA Partners has done 
it again. 
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THE NEWS THAT Kazutoshi 
lida had joined Grasshopper was 
somewhat overshadowed by Akira 
Yamaoka’s arrival. The Silent Hill 
games have a much larger following 
in the West than anything Iida 
has ever worked on, but Tail Of 
The Sun, Aquanaut’s Holiday and 
Doshin The Giant prove what a 
fertile and unique imagination 
he possesses. The details of his 
first project are still secret, but 
Suda gave the impression that 
he wants to allow Iida as much 
creative freedom as possible. In 
an interview with Kotaku, lida 
cited the films of Kinji Fukusaku - 
director of Battle Royale and Battle 
Without Honour Or Humanity - as 
a prevalent influence. 
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there was a huge, untapped market 
of core Wii owners, but despite 
widespread praise, sales were 
disappointing. When asked about 
the situation in interviews, Suda has 
been open about his surprise at how unresponsive 

the Wii market continues to be towards core products. 
However, when we ask him about his feelings on the 
subject now that Capcom, Sega and Electronic Arts are 
all singing the same tune, he declines to comment. 


iven that the poor performance of 
g third-party software on the Wii is now 

accepted fact, Suda's guarded response 
seems unwarranted. Much like No More Heroes 
2 there's a feeling that he's keeping his more natural 
instincts in check or, perhaps, that his sense of 
personal responsibility regarding Grasshopper's 
products has changed. No More Heroes sold just 
enough to warrant a sequel, but it's clear that Suda 
would need to see even greater demand from the 
market to consider making another. 

“| want to conclude Travis Touchdownss story with 
this game,” he says. “No More Heroes 2is really for 
fans of the first one, so if | get a lot of response from 
the fans asking for a No More Heroes 3then it's 
possible that we could do a third game. 

| think the reason that [Hideo] Kojima keeps on 
making Metal Gear Solid games is because he gets so 
many requests from his fans, and people who want to 
see more Snake. If people sincerely want to see more 
Travis Touchdown, | think it's my responsibility to meet 
their requests." 

Certainly, as CEO of a major developer, meeting the 
expectations of his audience is Suda's most pressing 
responsibility. He may have a head full of challenging 
ideas, but people's jobs rest on those ideas making 
enough money to keep the company afloat. Until now, 
Grasshopper has managed this by balancing passion 
projects like killer7 and No More Heroes with contract 
work like Samurai Champloo and Fatal Frame IV- 
the 'one-for-me, one-for-you' approach so beloved 
of filmmakers like Steven Soderbergh and the Coen 
brothers. It has worked, and places Grasshopper in 
something of a unique position in the games industry. 

"Right now, Grasshopper is expanding,” he says. 
"We have people to focus on the financial side of the 
business and make sure the company is profitable. l'm 
basically free to focus on the creative side right now." 


Under the guidance of Suda, that expansion 
could lead to an era of unparalleled creativity 
for Grasshopper. In the last few months, he has 
engineered the arrival of Akira Yamaoka, composer 
and producer for the Silent Hill franchise, and 
Kazutoshi lida, the freelance designer behind 
Doshin The Giant. With so many projects (announced 
or otherwise) in development, lida and Yamaoka will 
help maintain the studio's usual high standard. 

"One of the main reasons I hired them is that | really 
care about the quality of each title," Suda reflects. "They 
have a lot of experience and a lot of talent, so their 
skills will help make sure our games are stronger, and 
reach a certain level of quality. I've always been a very 
big fan of Yamaoka, and | want the music he creates 
into my games. With it, the games will be stronger, and 
more powerful. 


No More Heroes 2 also has more of a comedy 
element, and Id like to focus on that in a game. 
Im getting a lot of ideas from The LT. Crowd 


“| think lida-san could be like Peter Molyneux, but 
he hasn't been given the chance to create the game he 
wants to make for a while. Recently, he made a game 
called Discipline for WiiWare, and that made me realise 
that | should give him the opportunity to create more 
games. lida-san is more of a punk' game designer 
than | am. He has very special, very unique ideas that 
other people would never think of. l'm very excited to 
be working with him." 

The presence of experienced professionals like 
Yamaoka and lida will also give Grasshopper the 
ability to branch out and diversify. The rise of services 
like Xbox Live, PlayStation Network and WiiWare has 
provided studios with an outlet for more idiosyncratic 
ideas, with complete freedom in deciding the scale and 
price of the project. There are now more idiosyncratic 
ideas bouncing around Grasshopper than ever before, 
but Suda's own download game is, sadly, still a few 
years away. 

“I'm hoping to do so in future,” he says. “I tend to 
come up with the basic designs for things l'd like 
to create and give them to other people to make. It 
depends on the project. Sometimes there's a theme 
that | want to include, and the entire game comes from 
that. Sometimes the story comes first. Sometimes the 
core gameplay is already set, and the rest of the design 











follows from it. Maybe someone else 
within the Grasshopper team, without 
a lot of experience but a lot of ideas... 
it could be a good way to get them to 
try something of their own.’ 

right now, he is entirely focussed on his 
collaboration with Shinji Mikami, an action-horror 
game to be published by EA Partners. We ask him 
about the project, but his glib answer suggests we'll 
have to wait until E3. “I'm really enjoying working with 
Mikami-san. | think he looks like Eminem. He doesn't 
think so, but these days he wears a hat all the time that 
makes him look even more like Eminem.” 


owever, while solid details prove 
impossible to extract, the nature of 
the project could be inextricably tied 
to Suda‘s vision for Grasshopper. He wants 
the company to be like Disneyland, with a variety of 
attractions designed to evoke a range of responses in 
arange of different people. Whatever the EA Partners 
game turns out to be, it's going to be different. 

"killer7 was more serious, and No More Heroes and 
No More Heroes 2 are completely opposite in terms 
of style, but all of them are still related to violence," 
he says. "People probably think that Grasshopper 
only makes violent games, 50 l'm becoming more 
interested in making a game that has some violence, 
but no blood. No extreme fighting, but that still makes 
the player feel scared. No More Heroes 2also has 
more of a comedy element, and I'd like to focus on that 
in a game. I'm getting a lot of ideas from The I.T. Crowd” 

We arrived at this interview with a pre-conceived 
notion of who Goichi Suda was, what he was like, what 
he stood for, all based on an honest admiration for his 
work. That admiration hasn't changed, but the Goichi 
Suda we met seemed to have struck a new balance 
between his contradictory roles as a 'punk' game 
designer and the CEO of a rapidly expanding company. 
It isnt exactly Johnny Rotten flogging Country Life 
butter, but the rough edges of No More Heroes and 
killer7 Seem to be disappearing. Perhaps it's inevitable. 

Whether that mellowing will prove to be for better 
or worse is really a matter for the future. But there's 
one thing that won't change, the only thing that a true 
fan of Goichi Suda should really care about. “I want to 
continue making games that people can play and say, 
This is a Grasshopper game.” He pauses. "This 4 
is aSuda 51 game.” 
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REVIEW | DEADLY PREMONITION XBOX 360 


rs A 


DO YOU THINK THEY'LL LIKE US ZACH, WELL DO YOU? 


Deadly Premonition mm 


When Deadly Premonition was 

first announced under the name 
Rainy Woods in 2007, it caught people's 
attention because of its many obvious 
similarities to David Lynch’s Twin 
Peaks. Then it disappeared, later emerging 
as Red Seeds Profile and switching names 
again to Deadly Premonition for its budget 
US release. A lot has changed since Rainy 
Woods began development, so much so 
that SWERY, the creative mind behind the 
game, says he regards them as two entirely 
separate projects. The Twin Peaks references 
were toned down slightly, while the script 
was reworked and dialogue re-recorded, 
but all this was for the better, since Deadly 
Premonition now stands as a unique and 
perhaps rather special game. One which 
some might call a masterpiece. 

If it is though, then its a flawed 
masterpiece, and for every fan there will be 
an equal number who absolutely despise it. 
Having already been out for over six months 
in the US, Deadly Premonition has cemented 
itself as this generation's most divisive game 
— but why such divergent opinions? 

For those unable to appreciate its budget 
pricing and all that it entails, the tank-based 
walking controls will seem clunky, the 
vehicles sluggish and unrealistic, the QTEs 
intrusive, and the combat irredeemable. Plus 
the visuals are early Dreamcast era. In reality 
thats erroneous, since most Dreamcast 
games had much higher production values. 
The problem is: Deadly Premonition lacks 
any kind of polish to complement its grand 
ambitions. 


as Allow its warped vision inside your mind 
though, and it proves to be one of the most 
compelling and charming games in a long 
time. Its extremely deranged themes and low 
production values put it alongside the works 
of Kenji Eno and Suda 51, and with a little 
imagination it could be seen as the cheaply- 
made offspring of D2 and Killer7 dressed in 
the unborn flesh of Shenmue 3. 

As FBI agent York, sent to Greenvale to 
investigate a murder, you'll need to shave, 
launder dirty clothes, eat, drink, sleep and 
buy petrol as you drive around and complete 
the investigation, even receiving an itemised 
paycheque from the bureau every few days. 
And with a slow day/night cycle, the only way 
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offset with coffee), petrol and 
cigarettes, adds a fascinating 
dynamic to proceedings. 
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Below: Along with fishing, which yields special items, York can spend time playing darts or racing 
cars through various street courses. 

















to speed up time is smoking cigarettes (which, Right: You'll earn 

of course, need to be bought from the shops). dr a 

۳" performing basic 

So much criticism has been levelled investigative duties, 

against the ropey visuals that most critics fail gar iae 

. : Or Items an 

to notice the epic, sandbox scale of Greenvale. speaking with key l l l l l l l 
Whereas sprawling cities bv other developers people. This is 
have a tov-box-like appearance, Greenvale ۱۳۳۷۷ dana to your 


| AEN 
feels dauntingly and realistically expansive nn in ‘4 
| ۱11111 


for a small town. Some will complain about hotel room every 
being unable to zoom out on the map, but co 
this only enhances the feeling of size. Praise . 
must also be placed on the fact that absolutely 11| li | i ۱ ۱ i ۱ i i ۱ ۱ ۱ 
everything of importance is shown on the I" 

map, from every quirky NPC through to 
fetch-quest items such as bones, flowers and 
trading cards. 

Unfortunately, the best aspect is one 
we cant easily discuss; to explain why its 
narrative is so magnificent would spoil it. 
Many say the story falls into the 'so bad it's 
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ae For all people complain about, a lot can be overcome 
with a few tips. If vou run out of fuel, use a flarel Tired 
of driving everywhere? In chapter 2, visit George on a 
rainy day and he'll give you the flower mission, which 
yields a device to warp anywhere already visited. 
Afterwards, collect all seven bones shown on the map; 
giving the gravedigger the bones later on grants a 
powerful flamethrower, essential for the difficult ‘wall 
woman’ enemy. Completing Emily’s cooking missions 
grants a statue which replenishes health. Finally, access 
and play previous chapters from the title screen in order 
to complete missed side-quests - items acquired are 
added to your main save. 
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FURTHER READING: DEADLY P 


good’ category, but this is unfair, since when 
seen as a whole the story and characters 
are interlinked ingeniously, and are genuinely 
fantastic. Trust us when we say the ending 
has one of the best pay-offs in history, and 
its subtle underlying themes of psychological 
repression, schizophrenia and sexual 
deviance should generate as much internet 
discussion as Braid's atomic-bomb subtext. 
You'll laugh when York chats with himself 
about old films; be saddened when seeing 
the signs of abuse on one character, touched 
by the sentimentality of an ageing father; 
and utterly headspun 


when evil and virtue [ | N = 
trade places. With the ^ ^" 5" 5 ”' = 
investigation concluded WHAT MAKES TH 








there's a tragic 
melancholy in leaving 
Greenvale, 
become so attached to 

its many diverse characters. 


== With praise falling on Deadly Premonition's 
narrative and criticism on its gameplay, some 
might ask if there's even a need to play it when 
detailed videos are online. Doing so would 
miss the point though: at its best, Deadly 
Premonition is an experience only appreciated 
through the uniquely interactive medium of 
games. While books, theatre and film have 
countless more examples with better told 
narratives, none of them allow you to spy 
through windows into the homes of favourite 
characters, or help them on rainy days, to be 
rewarded with a meal and discussion of their 
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SILENT HILL 2 


Q. SO BAD IT'S GOOD? 
More like genuine good mixed 
with non-existent production 
values. Let the good float to the 
top, ignore the rest. 


Q. WHATS TWIN PEAKS? 

An acclaimed American TV series 
from the early 1990s, focusing on 
the murder of a young woman in 
a small logging town. 


Q. IS IT ESSENTIA? 

It's great, but you can enjoy 
Deadly Premonition without ever 
seeing any of David Lynch's work. 


past. The fifty optional side-quests provide 
wonderful insight into each bizarre person's 
life, from the hilarious wandering Pot Lady to 
the Vietnam veteran. By forcing you to adhere 
to the time schedules of its inhabitants, not to 
mention the need for basic amenities, the 
game offers a seldom-found level of intimacy. 
For all the bluster developers make about 
challenging film, Deadly Premonition achieves 
more than a linear movie is capable of, and is 
let down only by its non-existent budget. 


While a lot of its shortcomings can be 


forgiven in light of its positives, the combat, 
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IS GAME UNIQUE 


which feels tacked on 
and unnecessary, is 
inevitably frustrating and 
has to be mentioned. At 
best its functional, and 
initially shooting zombies 
in the face is mindless 
fun. But | enemies 


Cs youl 





become stronger, forcing you to fire your 
machine gun for an inordinately long time 
while they dance around in a seizure. Side- 
quests grant powerful weapons, preventing 
frustrating difficulty spikes, but combat areas 
are still tedious chores - so play on Easy (this 
only affects Achievements, not the ending). 


When comparing it to similar games 


such as Alan Wake, consider that while you 
will unquestionably be embarrassed by the 
low budget visuals and wish the combat 
mechanics were tighter, you'll also experience 
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LIKE A ONE-EYED BEAUTY QUEEN 
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IN AN INDUSTRY THAT'S BEEN GOING AS LONG AS VIDEOGAMES HAS, STRANGE COINCIDENCES, HISTORICAL NEAR- 

MISSES AND FREAK OCCURRENCES THAT CREATE THE CULTURE OF TODAY ARE THE RULE, NOT THE EXCEPTION. 
VIDEOGAME LORE IS LITTERED WITH SUCH TALES: NINTENDO AND SONY'S 'PLAY STATION', 'DONKEY' KONG, 

AND HOW SPIELBERG MAY WELL HAVE OPENED THE DOOR FOR THE GREAT AMERICAN VIDEOGAME CRASH OF THE 

EIGHTIES. THE ABOVE EXAMPLES ARE FAMOUS, OR INFAMOUS DEPENDING ON YOUR POINT OF VIEW. OTHERS, 

HOWEVER, ARE LESS WELL KNOWN. HERE, GAMES™ EXAMINES ELEVEN COINCIDENCES OR DECISIONS THAT YOU 

MAY NOT HAVE HEARD OF, BOTH TERRIFYING AND INCIDENTAL, AND THE STORIES BEHIND THEM... 
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YOU'VE GOT to hand it to Steve Jobs. When he's not being a billionaire, 
controlling two of the most valuable companies in the world (Apple and 
Disney) or wearing the you-know-what out of a turtle neck jumper, he's 
getting ousted from his own company, because you haven't made it until 
that happens. 

Jobs resigned from his position as head of the Mac division of Apple in 
1985 because he and then-CEO Jim Sculley couldn't work together. So Jobs 
did what anyone would do when ousted from a venture they formed and 
nurtured: he created a new computer company, NeXT, which would build a 
massively powerful and flexible computing environment which would be 
ahead of its time. 

Jobs was proven correct when Tim Berners-Lee used a NeXT system 
to create what is known to be the world's first web server. Oh, and John 
Carmack used a NeXT system to create Wolfenstein 3D and Doom. So next 
time youre fragged, you know who's partly responsible. In an ironic twist, 
Sculley was soon ousted by Apple's board, and Jobs was back. 





Patrick Bateman couldn't stop enthusing about 
the NeXT. Its 8MB of RAM killed the competition. 





How the company behind the CD-i had a small 


hand in influencing every game.. 


EVEN IF you don’t know the 
name Syd Mead, you know his work. 
Billed as a ‘visual futurist’, 
Mead has been 
conceptualising - 
through paintings, 
drawings and 
software packages - his 
own particular vision of the state 
of things to come for over forty 
years. In turn, he’s worked for 
companies as diverse as Mattel, 
The Ford Motor Company, US Steel 
and Japanese animation studio 
Sunrise. He also worked on the 
dreadful film A Sound | g 
Of Thunder, but we're 6 
sure you'll forgive him, d 
because hecreatedall — 
but one of the vehicles ۴ A 
in the original Tron. | 
Essentially, Mead owns z 
your childhood memories, no matter 
how old you are. 

In the 1960s, however, Mead 
was still a young artist hoping to 









Satoru Iwata: no longer 
the new kid on the block. 

















go on to better things. Come the 
end of the decade he'd established 
his strikingly clean yet 
fastidiously detailed 
aesthetic, and was 
ready to set up his 
own company, 
Syd Mead, Inc. He 
couldn't do this 
without interest 
of course, but that was covered: a 
contingent of European firms were 
very interested. The most notable of 
these was Phillips, which you may 
remember from a) being one of the 
biggest tech firms in 
the universe, and b) the 
worst Zelda game. 
Phillips entered 
into an association 
with Mead, and he 
spent a sizable chunk 
of his time in Europe, working 
in conjunction with Phillips of 
Holland. He thrived, and went from 
strength to strength. His work was 


so popular, in fact, that it wasn't 
long until Hollywood came calling, 
and he worked on Tron, Star Trek: 
The Movie, and... Blade Runner 
and Aliens, which you may recall 
as being the blueprints for every 
game ever made that featured a 
gun, the future, or any conceivable 
combination of the two. 

Naturally, Mead's work came 
full circle. In his book Sentury II, he 
exhibits his designs for an unnamed 
FPS. And yes, they do look like 
every game ever made... but if Mead 
was going to plagiarise, who better 
than himself? 


Snatcher epitomises games that take 
'inspiration' from Syd Mead's work. 





IN 2002, Nintendo was in a period of transition (as people say when things aren't going 
too well). The company was launching the GameCube, but had suffered a heavy reverse 
in the previous generation's console war. Worse, the company's longstanding chief 
Hiroshi Yamauchi was stepping down as the third President of Nintendo after 53 years 
at the company, and for the first time in its history the firm was going to be headed by a 
man not from the family that had run it for 112 years. 

It turned out to be a brilliant move. Satoru Iwata wasn't an out-and-out businessman 
like his predecessor he was a game designer and the former head of HAL Laboratory. 
Under his stewardship — and his reign includes the phenomenal success of the DS, and 
of course the Wii - Nintendo went from last to first in under five years. 





HOW A 75 YEAR- 


E EVERYONE KNOWS that Hideo 
Kojima loves movies, and loves 
paying homage to them in his games. 
Snake Plissken? Come on. Of all 
the movies that Kojima has been 
influenced by, however, one stands 
out. Not because it’s brilliant, but 
because it’s merely okay, and was 
inspired by a writer few people have 
ever heard of. 

John Farris is the man in question. 
A prolific writer at a young age, Harris 
wrote the 1976 novel The Fury, a spy/ 
horror schlockbuster with grisly 
psychokinetic overtones. Adapted into 
a Brian De Palma movie of the same 
name in 1978 starring Kirk Douglas, 
The Fury is the inspiration behind the 
classic Psycho Mantis character. 

Mantis has a supernatural control 
over his subjects that is extremely 
hard to break, but once you stop 
struggling and succumb to the 
unreality of the situation (plugging 
the controller into port 2) then you 
defeat him. The same is true of the 
ending of the movie: by embracing the 
villain — literally — star Amy Irving kills 
John Cassevette's sinister G-Man by 
exploding him from the inside out. 

Cassevetes, of course, wasn't just 
an actor. He was also a celebrated 
director whose work is considered 
to ascribe to the tenets of Cinema 
Verite, with his films such as Under 
The Influence and The Killing Of 
A Chinese Bookie presenting 
naturalistic, if stylised, representation 
of events. Cinema Verite, for those of 
you that didn't spend a lot of time in 
Filmmaking/Pretension 101, uses the 
camera as a tool to provoke. Which, 
to us, sounds like both the most apt 
summation of Kane & Lynch 2 ever 
put to words, and a fitting influence on 
its purposely low-tech visuals. 


Ti, 


€ 
P 


E You’ve got to hand it to Kojima: he won’t 
let an influence pass by untapped. 
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IN 1872, wealthy horse-owner (and 
former governor of California, as if 
that even means anything anymore) 
Leland Stanford wanted a question 
answered. That question was whether 
or not horses, when they were at a 
gallop, ever had all four hooves off of 
the floor at one time. A subject of great 





Muybridge, born Edward Muggeridge, changed his name several times, 
went by the pseudonym ‘Helios’, and killed his wife’s lover with a shotgun. 
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debate in the upper class communities 
of the day, Stanford hired a man 
named Eadweard Muybridge to find 
out. Muybridge responded by creating 
the Zoopraxiscope, one of the earliest 
devices for displaying motion pictures. 
Given the name of the machine and 
the man’s beard, no-one should be 


head injuries. 


pulled on a thread. 
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How Steve Jobs - who else - 
gave a young Bobby Kotick good 
advice and helped created the 
giant we know today 


BOBBY KOTICK has a bad rep 
with some gamers, but there's 
no denying, however, that he is 
a shrewd businessman - one 
who has turned Activision around 
from being a shadow of its former 
self in the early Nineties to the 
powerhouse it is today. 

Kotick had to start somewhere 
however, and guess who was on hand to offer a young 
Robert some fateful advice? John Riccitiello! Only joking, 
it was that man Jobs again. According to an interview 
with The Wall Street Journal, Kotick recalled the advice 
the Future Overlord Of The World had given him. “Very 
early on when | was in my twenties, | met Steve Jobs, who 
convinced me to quit college. He talked to me after | had 
spent about a year in Michigan studying the history of art. 
| don't think he would even remember some of the things 
that he said. They were so insightful. 

“You're studying the history of art?’ said Jobs. You don't 
even get to see the paintings. Why would you be doing 
that?’ said Jobs. You have a company, you're making 
Apple software, and youre an entrepreneur. Don't waste 
your time on college. Go run your company. And that was 
really good advice. | quit college and | started this company, 
so that was great." 

So next time youre moaning about Activision, just 
remember those words. As for Jobs, we assume the end 
of Call Of Duty: Black Ops got it all wrong: clearly, with the 
way he pops up throughout history, it was Jobs on that 
grassy knoll all along. 





surprised that it was alleged he'd 
previously suffered some severe 


Using a succession of static images 
projected successively to give the 
impression of movement, Muybridge 
used his device to show Stanford's 
horse running, with the images 
created by a series of cameras going 
off, triggered as the horse passed and 


This work was a massive influence 
on the motion picture industry, an 
influence that proved undiminished 
by the march of time. John Gaeta, 
who was the man behind The Matrix 
trilogy's massively overused Bullet 
Time tech, is known to be influenced 
by Muybridge's work. If you've played 
any game made after 1999, and ground 
your teeth to powder every time a 
V | 1 press release mentioned that Bullet 
Time was waiting to spoil your favourite 
series, then you can blame horses. 








Amazingly, these 
men would go on to 
alter the future of 
game development. 





IN A parallel universe somewhere, id Software isn’t 
the pioneering architect of today’s most popular genre. 
No, somewhere they’re famous for being the only guys 
with the guts and the know-how to port hit Nintendo 
games to PC. It could have been exactly that scenario 
if id had its way in 1990, when a young Carmack and 
Romero, along with old boys Tom Hall and Lane Roathe 
tried to do exactly that. 

As recalled in David Kushner’s excellent id 
retrospective Masters Of Doom, the team had created 
a near-perfect version of Super Mario Bros. 3 for 
PC, which was no mean feat in the day. Hoping that 
Nintendo would license it for the home computer, the 
boys approached the Japanese developer with their 
achievement, which was promptly turned down. 

Oh well. It ended well for everyone. 
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ED FRIES ACCEPTS 
INTERNSHIP AT 
MICROSOFT, SPENDS 
CAREER BEING TOLD 
HE’S WRONG, IS 

EVENTUALLY PROVEN 
ABSOLUTELY RIGHT 


™ ED FRIES is responsible for pioneering 
a lot of the innovations that we take 

for granted in the videogame industry 
today, but back when he was a student 

he was just another college kid taking an 
internship at Microsoft. Fries soon found 
himself working for the company full-time. 
He wasn't working on games, however: 

he was involved with components of the 
Microsoft Office division. 

One change of career later and Fries 
was running Microsoft's tiny games arm. 
He grew it gradually, and soon the time 
came for him to get involved with one 
of Microsoft's biggest gambles to date: 
entering the home console market. Once 
on board, Fries showed a resilient belief 
in his own abilities to convince people he 
was right, which was a handy thing for a 
man tasked with evangelising to potential 
developers a console with the unfortunate 
name ‘Xbox’. 

Speaking with Gamasutra, Fries recalls 
that he had trouble convincing the brass 
that Halo could work, and that the name 
Xbox was an ongoing battle of wills. 
"Marketing hated the name,’ Fries recalls. 
"They went off and created this whole, long 
list of better names for the machine. Of 
course, ‘Xbox’ outscored, in focus testing, 
everything they came up with. They had to 
admit it was going to be the Xbox.” 

With regard to Halo, Fries recalls a 
story wherein some of Microsoft's more 
sceptical elements complained about 
Halo's colour palette. “Somebody did what 
they called a ‘colour palette analysis, and 
they brought me this report where they 
showed me [Halo's colours], compared 
to typical console game colours... their 
assertion was that we were using all the 
wrong colours in the game. | told them to 
take a hike; | never showed that to Bungie.” 

Obviously, those naysayers had spent 
too much time looking at Syd Mead's army 
of imitators. Fries resisted and Halo is 
the phenomenon that we have today. He 
didn't always get his way, however: he 
considered Microsoft not putting a hard 
drive into every 360 a big mistake, but it 
went ahead and did it anyway. Once again, 
he was right. 
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IT GOES without saying that 
Microsoft was taking a huge risk 
when it got serious about the Xbox. 
No American console had entered the 
market in any meaningful way in years, 
let alone attempt to wrest control from 
Sony's grasp. In Microsoft's favour was 
that no other American company had 
their dollar reserve. With Bill Gates's 
insistence that game consoles were 
the perfect cyphers for invading the 
living room, Microsoft got to work on 
wooing developers. While it went about 
it, however, employees also formed 
a group allegedly nicknamed 'The 
Star Chamber, after the 1983 Michael 
Douglas movie of the same name. 

In the movie, Douglas's young, 
idealistic judge finds himself part of 
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a society of community pillars that 
secretly decides the laws and the fate 
of its community. Microsoft's version, 
encompassing high ranking MS 
officials, wasn't quite that sinister, but 
it did make a call almost as heinous 
when it allegedly turned down Grand 
Theft Auto Ill as a format-exclusive. 
According to Dean Takahashi in 
his book The Xbox 360 Uncloaked, 
"The Star Chamber turned down 
the proposal from Rockstar Games 
for Grand Theft Auto Ill... it wasn't 
Microsoft's kind of game, since it was a 
gritty crime game with foul language, 
abusive treatment of women, and cop 
killing." We take it that Peter Moore 
and his tattoos were never part of the 
decision-making process. 






The Game & Watch range was enormous, even by modern 
standards. A collection like this would be worth treasuring. 


How a bored train commuter gave you 


the 3DS (and every handheld console ever) 


WE'VE ALL been there: sitting on 
atrain, head down, attempting to 
keep the creeping dread of another 
drawn-out commute - and the rest 
of the overcrowded carriage — off of 
your back. 

Most of us just sit there, staring 
aimlessly into space or looking at 
themselves or others in the windows' 
reflections (yes, you do). Some read 
the paper. Others play videogames: 





Gunpei Yokoi was a true visionary. ' 
Even years after his death, Nintendo 
continues to employ his philosophies. 





on their smartphones, DS, 3DS, PSP 
or, if you're in some of the more self- 
proclaimed 'hip' areas of London, 

an original Game Boy (bonus points 
are awarded if you're also wearing 
non-prescription eyeglasses while 
doing it). 

One commuter, however, changed 
the way we think about handheld 
videogaming forever while on one 
of these journeys in 1979, and did 
it by being so bored as to resort 
to idly thumbing the numbers of a 
hand-held calculator for fun. Which, 
we have to say, is pretty much the 
preserve of 11 year-old maths 
students or kidnap victims. 

Not that this unnamed commuter 
did all the work: in fact, his low 
boredom threshold was his only 
input. Also in the carriage was 
Nintendo legend Gunpei Yokoi, whose 
achievements at the Japanese giant 
are so legion that you probably 
wouldn't get halfway through them 





on your interminable ride to work 
each morning, no matter how long 
itis. As well as being the force 
behind Metroid, Super Mario Land, 
the Game Boy and all manner of all- 
time Nintendo greats, Yokoi saw the 
bored commuter and had a eureka 
moment. Yokoi envisioned a device 
that could help more of these poor 
saps pass the time as they spent 
hours a day of their precious lives 
sitting next to people they didn't 
know but unreasonably hated. 
Yokoi's flash of brilliance had 
come at an opportune time: the 
cost of certain calculator parts 
— the main components that the 
visionary creator needed - were now 
extremely affordable. The result was 
the Game & Watch, which would go 
on to be precursor to every handheld 
console out there, including the 3DS 
you're probably not playing now. Oh, 
and did we mention it had the 
first D-pad? Yeah. 
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REVIEW | OCTODAD: DADLI 


EST CATCH PLAYSTATION 4 





Right: Simple tasks, like mowing the lawn and making coffee, soon give way to more complex and bizarre 
challenges. A particular highlight involves clearing a room full of fairground games like whack-a-mole. 











FORMAT: PlayStation 4 
ORIGIN: US 

PUBLISHER: Young Horses 
DEVELOPER: In-house 
PRICE: £11.99 

RELEASE: Out now 
PLAYERS: 1-4 (co-op) 
ONLINE REVIEWED: N/A 
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Octodad: Dadliest Catch 


4 Self-service checkout machines 
MB are temperamental at the best 
of times. If you're an octopus in disguise, 
its infinitely worse; these are the kind 
of moments Octodad dreads more than 
anything, with limbs like soup and the 
balance of a two year old. All he wants 
is to stay under the radar and live out a 
comfortable life with his human wife and 
two kids, and it's your job to guide him 
out of trouble, limb by limb. It's a unique 
premise that lends itself to a variety of 
humorous situations, as well as a greatly 
exaggerated physics engine that is all the 
rage these days. 

Octodad's movements do feel finicky 
and unpredictable, with arm control 
assigned to the analogue sticks and each 
trigger lifting a single leg. Its a challenge 
just to walk in a straight line but, playing 
with a controller, it's possible to become 
strangely elegant as you fling your slippery 
legs up and down, gliding across the 
terrain. As you potter around the house, 
your family keep you company in cosy 





and enjoyable environments. Familiar 
family conversations are littered with 
Octodad's witty interjections in the form 
of octo-speak. His soft audio gurgles are 
accompanied by subtitles like *a confused 
and upset blub* or *a blub of forced 
casualness under duress*. It’s strangely 
charming, to say the least. 

Your family and members of the public 
keep a close eye on your actions — too 
much mess or peculiarity and they'll 
start questioning 


the presence of the angry chef making 
his comeback from the original Octodad, 
who is deeply agitated by your cephalopod 
origins. Its his apparent xenophobia for 
squid, alongside your wife's constant 
doubt at the authenticity of her marriage, 
which actually provide a surprising hint 
of emotional weight to an otherwise 
completely absurd experience. 

But there are some frustrations, and 
not just with the fussy controls. Writhing 
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strangers, topple 
over furniture and 
generally hurl 
the world into disarray. Thankfully, menial 
household tasks are just a precursor to 
the real world, and you'll soon leave the 
house to explore large obstacle courses 
and a mixture of aquatic puzzles. Plus, 
the family pleasantness is often foiled by 





WHAT MAKES THIS GAME UNIQUE 


in Octodad becoming 

wedged in the scenery 
ew, or trapped between a 
imb. wall and an immovable 
member of his family. 
Thankfully, this doesn't 
occur too often, and small inconsequential 
glitches almost feel welcome in the 
general spirit of the mayhem. One issue 
not so easily dismissed is the game's 
brevity, which will surely be under three 
hours for most players. Even when 
seeking out the tricky collectibles in 
each level, it's possible to see everything 
Octodad has to offer in a single afternoon, 
but if you are intrigued by a novel idea and 
bucketload of charm, Octodad: Dadliest 
Catch could easily squirm its way into your 
heart. You'll certainly be hard pressed to 
find anything else like it out there. 
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A UNIQUE EXPERIENCE IN EVERY WAY. 








THE PRIME CUT OF THE INDIE COW 


Super Meat Boy” 


FORMAT: Xbox 360 
ORIGIN: US 

PUBLISHER: Team Meat 
DEVELOPER: In-house 
PRICE: 1,200 MS Points 
RELEASE: Out Now 
PLAYERS: 1 

ONLINE REVIEWED: N/A 
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The more we think about it, the 

more we come around to the 
idea that Super Meat Boy might be 
the hardest game we've ever played. 
Even from the first time you enter the 
Dark World and witness how cruelly walls 
and floors become beds of circular saws, 
and collapsing platforms replace once- 
safe ledges, its evident that, by the time 
you reach the end of the game, youre 
going to be expected to string together 
precision jumps, slides and landings like 
no game in years has expected of a player. 
Itd be like Guitar Hero throwing you an 
Expert-level Dragonforce track and then 
failing you the first time you miss a note — 
there's zero room for error, and Team Meat 
demands nothing less than perfection 
from its subjects. It's hard to deny this 
right, though, when the two-man team 
behind the game has only just fallen short 
of gaming perfection itself. 

A near-constant flow of hardcore 
platforming, visual gags and references 
that span indie and 
retro gamings rich 
histories makes 
Super Meat Boy a 
tireless entertainer, 


FINGERPRINT 


WHAT MAKES THIS GAME UNIQUE 


CRUSHED INTO PIECES: Team Meat doesn’t hold 


REVIEW | SUPER MEAT BOY XBOX 360 








Above: Retro bonus levels take various forms, from Game Boy monochrome to 2600 blockiness. Each 
has its own charm, and platforming even seems to get harder as pixel-perfect jumping returns... 


back; by the time you've put a few hours into the 
and, though the game, you can expect to be effing and blinding as knowledge. These 
focus is evidently on poor Meat Boy gets splattered time and time again... can be recruited 


the platform action, 

the game is full of surprises. Retro-themed 
bonus stages pop up when you least 
expect them, while even the main levels 
twist and turn their way through a tapestry 
of cameos and nods to download gaming's 
greatest. Sometimes the environment will 
change (one level taking on a Canabalt- 
inspired theme, while others later on 
directly reference N+), and there's a host 
of unlockable characters to test your indie 


either by collecting 
bandages hidden in the most awkward 
spots possible within levels or by seeking 
out warp zones, which test your ability to 
master the new hero's unique powers over 
a trio of horribly punishing trials. It's okay 
to cry, we're assured. 

With a vast selection of levels to 
wade through, and Dark World versions 
of most to challenge once you ace the 
main stage (if your patience doesnt 





Above: Replays cleverly show every one of your attempts at once, which can make for some pretty messy viewing. 





snap before then), theres no shortage 
of ways in which Team Meat is able to 
test, frustrate and delight players in equal 
measure. Bonus characters can be used 
to reduce or increase challenge as you 
see fit too, further boosting longevity and 
helping even less able players to reach 
the latter stages, where they'll invariably 
start to tear their hair out. Even veterans 
won't escape the torture — Super Meat 
Boy takes the dubious honour of being the 
game that caused us to invent the most 
new profanities — but the payoff at the end 
is worth it. Anyone can enjoy the tight, 
quick-fire gameplay and quirky charm, 
though only the most masochistic will 
push themselves through to that elusive 
100 per cent Achievement. Super Meat Boy 
is one of XBLAS finest titles so far, provided 
you've got the patience and dexterity to 
avoid being crushed under its mighty, 
meaty fist. 


VERDICT 9/10 


THE BEST TRADITIONAL PLATFORM GAME IN YEARS 
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THE GUYS BEHIND THE HUGELY SUCCESSFUL SUPER MEAT BOY ARE BACK, 
NOW WITH INFINITE CATS. GAMES™ CATCHES UP WITH THE INDIE DUO TO 
DISCUSS NEW PROJECTS, THE INDUSTRY TODAY, AND CREATIVE INTEGRITY 


ne of the strangest things about the games 
industry today is how the same number 
can have totally different meanings based 
on the title it is applied to. It’s all a matter 
of perspective, you see. One million sales for, 
say, a new Call Of Duty or Assassin’s Creed game 
would likely be conservative day-one estimates 
rather than lifetime expectations — with millions 
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of dollars, thousands of hours and hundreds of 
people working on big-budget titles, one million 
just isn’t enough. Hell, even five or six sometimes 
isn’t enough. But when it comes to a downloadable 
game created by a team of two, one million is an 
incredible milestone — that represents a sales-to- 
staff ratio that something like AC/V would need to 
sell well over 250 million copies to match. In the 





indie world, one million is still huge and it's one 
that brutal platformer Super Meat Boy soared past 
in just over a year on sale, despite being one of the 
most sadistic videogames ever created. 

"The environment has changed - the rules have 
changed, explains Team Meat's talkative artist, 
Edmund McMillen. "Videogames have changed 
drastically over the years and | think the reason why 
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li Right: Mew-Genics! might look cute and cuddly but beneath all the 
fluff, there's a hell of a lot of clever stuff going on. A bove: Just avoid 
all the deadly blades and get to Bandage Girl as quickly as possible. 


How hard can it be, right? Oh. Oh dear. 


Mario and Ghosts 'N' Goblins and all those games 
were so difficult back then and that their design was 
more frustrating than difficult was that all those 
people had previously developed for back then was 
arcade. And that's all about getting as many quarters 
as you can from the player, so the penalty was really 
high- that's how you made money. Coming out of the 
arcade generation to the home console generation, 
the difficulty came through but frustration factor grew 
immensely — you couldn't just pump more quarters 
in to get more credits. With Meat Boy, we designed 
around the way things had changed. We took the 
penalty down to zero but kept the difficulty really 
high. In fact, we could push the difficulty much higher 
because of that reduced penalty and frustration." 
Punishing it may be, but nail one of Meat Boy's 
devious obstacle 
courses and the sense 
of achievement is 
overwhelming. It's crazy 
to discover, in fact, that the 
glorious post-stage replay 
feature (where all your 
failed attempts play out 
atthe same time) was a 
bit of coding improvisation on the part of Team Meat's 
technical wizard, Tommy Refenes. "There was a video 
of a hacked SNES emulator where this guy was playing 
Super Mario World” he recalls. "It would take all of his 
recordings and layer them over one another and | was 
like, ‘Oh, I could do that in real timel, so we did. It was 
just a neat thing, and a good reward too.” Such on-the- 
fly additions and improvisations seem to be an integral 
part of Team Meat's approach to development, in fact. 
“Yeah, | think that's kind of our philosophy - it's certainly 
mine; nods McMillen. "And | think that philosophy is 
the reason why Mew-Genics! has taken a year. We 
thought we'd be done within a year but we're on one 
year of development and still have a way to go. That 
could be because | tend to improvise as | design, but 
its harder to do so when you're working on a game 
that's open-ended. You add something and it balloons 
into something else — that's definitely something | do, 
something we have done and something that's both 
awesome and awful" 


'WE DIDN T NAME 
OURSELVES. WE WERE 


JUST GIVEN THE NAME BY 
NINTENDO IN A RANDOM 
Eines MELEASE 








his approach is something only indies really 
have the luxury of employing, as McMillen 
goes on to explain. “When you have a 
company and have a million different people 
doing amillion different things and have to have 
somebody to keep them all on track, you can't come 
in one day and be all, like, 'Hey, can we make it so 
the cats eat their own shit?' That's not in the original 
design document - it's gonna cause a ton of problems 
because it'd have to go through all these different 
pockets and teams that would have to get together and 
agree upon it. But with us, it's just like “Yeah, we can 
probably do that — that'll add a lot more, so let's do that’. 
We have that freedom to do whatever would be fun 
or cool and think the majority of what happened with 
Meat Boy and what's happening now with Mew-Genics! 
revolves around that. 
We'll just get these wild 
ideas to do something 
crazy because it might be 
fun. And we do it.” 
Refenes interjects. 
“You realise that we're 
the only people in the 
history of time that have 
said ‘It would be really cool if the cats ate their own shit, 
right?" he asks, although McMillen's answer is typically 
confident. "I like to think that is innovation,” he laughs. 
We're also surprised to learn that the duo's 
appropriate moniker wasn't an in-house creation. "We 
didnt name ourselves,” reveals McMillen in a strange 
tangent. "We were just given the name by Nintendo in 
arandom press release and we were just like, Yeah, 
okay’. Somebody asked what the names were that 
we thought of before and we realised that we never 
talked about it! We never discussed anything — we just 
became Team Meat. I think it's fine — it works. | mean, 
it's kind of an honour, right?" With Meat Boys no-show 
on a Nintendo platform and contractual obligations 
with Microsoft meaning that he couldn't appear on PSN 
either, Team Meat is yet to make much of an impact 
on the console market. But even now, with that new 
console smell still fresh in the air following two huge 
new launches, the duo doesn't seem all that interested 
in consoles. 3} 
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J “We're at a weird point overall,” muses McMillen. 
“I've never cared so little about an iteration or 
generation of consoles before in my life, and | was 
such a huge videogame and console fanboy. | went 
to the launch of pretty much every big console that 
there's been for ages and worked at Gamestop for 
areally long time but after the Wii, it all just kinda 
fell apart. It's come down to the fact that it's not the 
consoles - it's just the games. There's really not that 
much interesting out there. We'd like to work with 
Nintendo. We've tried to make it happen multiple 
times and they've done a great job in aiding that. 

"But in the end, things just got messed up and 
we couldn't do stuff. ۱۲۵ be an honour to be featured 
on a Nintendo console but at this point, their current 
console is not necessarily one to take a risk and 
develop for. 3DS is cool though, right?" Refenes drops 
another logic bomb. "But still, why kill yourself for 
that when you could just put it on Steam or the App 
Store and not have to worry about anything? Why 
do that?" he asks. "Its come down to that,” McMillen 
agrees. "The console wars are... | don't know... what's 
an analogy for something that's barely a war? It's 
like a bunch of old people 
that have been at odds in a 


dont talk to each other any 
more.’ Refenes steps in for 
the punchline. "They're just 
waiting for the first one to 
die,” he laughs. 

That said, the pair seem receptive to the indie- 
friendly new policies put in place by platform holders 
like Sony, even if there are apparently new potential 
problems to face there. “I think it'll definitely make it 
more interesting,” says McMillen. "I don't know that 
it'll be a lucrative thing, though. | always question 
that - | wonder if it'll be a worthwhile thing for Sony 
to do. | really want it to be, of course. | didn't care at 
all about my Vita until Spelunky came out on it. More 
indie games on the platform — yes, amazing, great, 
But unless they're exclusive to the platform, why dont 
| just play it on Steam, where | can eventually buy it 
for 80 per cent off?" It's a sentiment clearly echoed in 
the studio's fan base too, with the PC version of Super 
Meat Boy vastly outgrossing its console counterpart. 
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E Retro game and pop culture references were 
everywhere in Super Meat Boy. We're expecting Mew-Genics! 
to do the same. Meat Boy is still coming to iOS, but 


it's been put on hold while the duo finishes Mew-Genics!. 





"Especially now, it's really quite a double-edged 
sword, adds Refenes. "Because Sony is so open 
about it, they're not going to demand exclusivity. So 
what's going to happen is — especially given that 
the PS4 architecture is very similar to PC - that a 
PC version of some PS4 game isnt that much of a 
stretch any more.’ 


hat single mention of Spelunky is enough 

to set the two off, Refenes regaling us with 

tales of his underground exploits amassed 

through hundreds of hours of play time. "It's 
a really entertaining game but | don't think it's any 
harder than Mario, realistically,” McMillen adds. “But 
sometimes it does fuck you over and there's that 
luck-based element to it. But you can also just get 
really lucky and get a jetpack and blow through the 
whole level.” 

Conversation turns to Spelunkys random 
generation, something also seen in McMillen's own 
The Binding Of Isaac. "| think random generation 
is the new arcade formula for games - a new way 
to get people constantly replaying,” he states. “But 
instead of playing for the 
high score, they're playing 
for the enjoyment factor of 
the new experience every 
time. It kind of goes hand 
in hand with the way we 
design — our improvised 
design with this improvised gameplay. | wouldn't 
say it's the future of games but | would say that it's 
a good... | don't know if it's a genre or what but it's a 
new rough design architecture that you can design 
games around and just make them endless, like an 
arcade experience again in a way.” 

That's one popular trend that the duo clearly 
approve of, then, but there's another that doesn't 
get nearly as warm a reception when it comes up - 
microtransactions. "If Spelunky let you put in a dollar 
to buy the jetpack on the first level, they would be 
millionaires!” laughs McMillen. “But it'd cheapen the 
experience and ruin the game. There are two things 
with videogames and those two things are business 
and art. In the mainstream, it really leans towards 
business. In some ways, when you go into Farmville 


The Qapccing Yela is radiating a Gat sal 


or whatever the most abusive, manipulative, money- 
grabbing microtransaction game out there may be, 
that is a 100 per cent business model - that has nothing 
to do with videogames. It's just manipulating people 
into handing over money. It's not a game - there's no 
art there. They're just using the illusion of a game and 
they're just gonna juice you with this business. But 
yeah, | think when you're making a game, you have 
to have integrity when it comes to design and the art 
of designing a game. You can't venture too far into the 
business side of things without completely tainting what 
youre doing." 

Refenes takes the point a step further. "It works the 
same way if you try to appease everybody. We're going 
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H McMillen produces loads of comics and original doodles for the Team Meat blog - keep it bookmarked for all kinds of 


silliness, most of it cat related. 
with cats, crap, and cat crap fairly quickly. 


to take this out of our game because some people 
found it offensive’... | know there was one zombie game 
where they shot kids or something and | think there 
was an uproar but | don't think they changed it - their 
game was a free game and they just said ‘You don't 
have to play it. But then there are other developers 
who, if somebody gets upset about something, feel the 
need to just pull it because they don't want to offend or 
whatever. But it's the same sort of thing — they might as 
well just start throwing microtransactions in there and 
try and make a shitload of money out of manipulating 
people because all they're doing is compromising what 
they wanted to do in the first place.” And McMillen's 
agreement comes with a warning to other developers. 





Options will be limited when starting out in Mew-Genics!, but expect the house to fill up 


“It's very easy to self-censor or just turn your game 
into a turd by trying to appeal to everyone and worry 
about the money that you'll eventually make and how 
to maximise that,” he says. “When we all got into this, 
every year at GDC there were tons of ‘how to monetise 
your game things going on. And ۱ realise that there 
are a large number of people who are purely in this for 
profit and don't really give a shit about anything else, 
and that's fine. But if you set out to make something 
that's artful or to push game design in a positive 
direction, dont lie to yourself and think that youre 
doing anything good by compromising your vision or 
monetising your game because you need a few 
extra bucks. Your game's gonna suffer.” 
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REVIEW 


D4: DARK DREAMS DON’T DIE XBOX ONE 





DEPRESSED DETECTIVE DERIVES DEDUCTIONS 


D4: Dark Dreams Don't Die 


DETAILS 


FORMAT: Xbox One 
OTHER FORMATS: N/A 
ORIGIN: Japan 


. PUBLISHER: 
Microsoft Studios 


DEVELOPER: Access Games 
PRICE: £11.99 

RELEASE: Out Now 
PLAYERS: 1 


THE WOLF AMONG US 


BETTER THAN 


NVHL 3S30M 
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D4: Dark Dreams Don't Die is a 

deliberate juxtaposition of the 
familiar and the strange. Its a murder 
mystery, but one in which the detective 
uses evidence as “mementos” to travel 
back in time. The victim is the protagonist's 
wife, but her body was found almost 
entirely drained of blood. Protagonist 
David Young himself is a typical stubbly 
dark-haired drinker, but most of the other 
characters — from the girl who seems to 
think she's a cat to the fashion designer 
who insists his mannequin is his “partner” 
- are really, really weird. 

Much of your investigation is 
conversation with these characters, 
finding evidence in scenes of the past 
by picking responses - with a higher 
“Synchro” percentage for those that fit 
with Young's personality — and pointing out 
inconsistencies. Wonderfully, you can carry 
out all of these often-bizarre conversations 
through voice control, thanks to Kinect. 

The entire game can be played just with 
Kinect, in fact. This might feel a bit like 
Deadly Premonition but its more point- 
and-click, though in a twist of self-aware 
videogame logic you use up stamina 
(refillable with food) with each interaction. 
“Grab” a footprint icon to move to that 
spot. Lean to look around. Wave to open 
doors. Hold your head to activate Eagle 
Vision/Detective Mode. “Push” to slap a 
flight attendant's bottom. 


T 
f 
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lt mostly works, too, particularly In 
the action sequences in which colourful 
indicators appear on screen and you have 
to move your arms in the corresponding 
direction. These feel almost like an upper- 
body Dance Dance Revolution, complete 
with performance 
ratings. Succeed, and 
Young does dance, 
dodging attacks and 
catching projectiles 
like a B-Movie action 
hero, though you'll 
miss most of it as 
you focus instead on your instructions. 

Where Kinect is less reliable is in 
the quieter moments, like catching the 
little exclamation marks that pop up 
temporarily and mean that Young has 
thoughts to share. These not only make 
you pay attention during cutscenes and 
reward you with currency, which you can 
use to buy food, but the resultant captions 
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WHAT MAKES THIS GAME UNIQUE 


DEFT DIGITS DIRECT DEEDS: Vou might not expect 
to find great Kinect compatibilitv here but the motion 
controls reallv do work most of the time, though thev 
can be an effort to maintain. 


Below: Two vears after her death, David 
Young wants to solve his wife’s murder by 
following her dying instruction. 





are often funny too. You may well want to 
switch to a standard controller to ensure 
you don't miss them. 

With QTEs relegated to buttons, D4 
not only looks like The Walking Dead but 
feels like it too, though the plot makes 
much less sense. 
With no word yet on 
whether there'll be 
more episodes and 


how many, those 
who've been burned 
by inconclusive 


episodic series in the 
past may want to stay away, particularly 
because of the two available already the 
first is far better. But the story is not the 
main draw here, and anyone with an Xbox 
One who wants to play something different 
should definitely give this a try. 


VERDICT //10 


INTERESTING MOTION-CONTROLLED MURDER MYSTERY 





Above: The action sequences are particularly fun when played with Kinect. In one, you strike a batter's pose and 
swing to have Young use a mannequin's detached leg to hit a ball that knocks out a man's wooden eye. 
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oundabout 


FORMAT: PC 


OTHER FORMATS: Mac, 
Linux 

ORIGIN: US 
PUBLISHER: No Goblin 
DEVELOPER: In-house 
PRICE: £10.99 
RELEASE: Out Now 
PLAYERS: 1 


MINIMUM SPEC: Intel Core 
15-2500 or faster, 4GB RAM, 
NVidia 400/AMD 6000 

or higher 


ONLINE REVIEWED: N/A 


THE GUNSTRINGER 








BURNOUT 3: TAKEDOWN 


Roundabout is the kind of game 

that you have to force your friends 
to try for themselves before they'll 
understand, because the elevator pitch 
will just get you funny looks. Described 
as a “Seventies B-movie game where you 
drive aconstantly revolving limousine’, this is 
Crazy Taxion LSD, and it's wonderful. 

It turns out that constant turning was the 
additional factor driving games needed to 
turn them from mindless occupation into 
satisfying challenge. Take roundabouts, a 
popular feature of the town — Roundabout 
- in which Roundabout is set. In the real 
world, the direction in which you drive around 
a roundabout is dictated by the highway 
code. In Roundabout, you judge it by which 
way your limousine is spinning, easing into 
the lane at the right moment so that the 
unstoppable revolution carries you safely 
around the curve. 

Getting from A to B in Roundabout is a 
matter of weaving through cluttered streets, 
hanging back in wider spaces so that you can 
enter tighter ones at the right point in your 
turn. Coins that build up a score multiplier 
encourage 
momentum, but 
a stronger draw is 
the feeling of flow 
when you judge 
a sequence of 
obstacles just right. 
As you progress, 
the obstacles become more obnoxious, but 
you also learn new skills, such as the ability 
to change the direction of your spin or to 
jump onto buildings. 

Crash into a wall or tree trunk too many 
times and your limo explodes, but youre 
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As well as low-res 3:4 video clips and the outfits, Roundabout’s Seventies theme is also emphasised with 
a ‘70s post processing’ visual setting which, with the motion blur effect, can be switched off. 
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WHAT MAKES THIS GAME UNIQUE 


never sent back too 

far. And Roundabout 

is forgiving on what 

constitutes an 

obstruction. Fences and traffic cones were 

made to be scattered, and pedestrians are 

collateral damage, disappearing beneath 
your tyres with a squelch and a red smear 

Cunningly, any evidence of low production 

values is forgiven as it fits with the overall 





When you need to navigate through a particularly tight space, Roundabout will shift the camera to a top-down view. 
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design. That B-movie flavour is most 
obvious, and most delightful, in the live action 
cut scenes. Each is deliberately low budget, 
filmed in the backseat or against a low-res 
backdrop, with a cast of corny characters 
from druggie Disco Sylvain to Georgios love 
interest Beth. Some brief exposition and off 
you go, taking a vicar to kidnap an unwilling 
groom, or helping a park ranger run down 
the Endangered Bird Hunting Committee. 

Roundabouts story is ridiculous, funny, 
occasionally moving, and even when it's 
over youll want to keep going: replaying 
missions to fulfil objectives, trying to top 
the leaderboards in different challenges, 
collecting paint jobs and upgrades, maybe 
even playing through all the main missions as 
quickly as possible in the “eSports Speedrun 
Mode”. Not because of that completionist 
compulsion either, but because driving a 
revolving limousine is so much fun that you'll 
want more reasons to play. 


VERDICT O/10 


DONT JUDGE A GAME BY ITS GIMMICKY-SOUNDING PREMISE 
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rather disheartening to 
hear that games are not top of his agenda 
at the moment. Having quit Namco Bandai, Keita 
Takahashi has formed a new company with his wife. games™ caught 
up with him to find out what his post-game career may entail 


spending time with Keita Takahashi, it is to 

never expect the conventional. He may be 
at pains to point out that he is just a regular guy 
going about his business — “On a typical day, | wake 
up, eat breakfast, water the plants, start work, 
go jogging in the evening and eat dinner,” he says 
with his trademark wide-eyed innocent smile — but 
anyone who creates the whimsical, surprising and 
decidedly odd Katamari Damacy only to follow it up 
with the cheeky, eyebrow raising Noby Noby Boyis 
either eccentric or a genius. Maybe both. Either way, 
convention doesn’t come into it. 

Takahashi recently made his third appearance 
in Nottingham for the GameCity festival. It’s an 
eclectic mix of events that lies on the fringe of the 
industry's calendar, and it usually throws up some 
interesting curve balls. It appears to suit Takahashi 
well. For if GameCity is about freedom of expression 
— whether within the games it showcases or the 
myriad discussions about them - Takahashi is about 


| f there is one thing you come to learn while 


freedom, full-stop. The constraints of the nine-to-five 
grind churning out games are not for him. In actual 
fact, videogames are just one small part of what he 
is about. 

As if to underline that, he appeared at GameCity, 
not to discuss his latest title, but to chat about the 
progress on a playground he is creating at nearby 
Woodthorpe Grange. If truth be told, he isn't actually 
working on a game, anyway. That’s something for 
another time. Nowadays he just wants to do his 
own thing, but his desire for the freedom to do what 
he wants, where he wants, when he wants is a 
longstanding trait. 

For 11 years, he worked at Namco Bandai. 

He recently quit, and his wife, composer Asuka 
Sakai, followed him out of the door. By his own 
admission, he had it good there. He tells us of the 
lack of restraints placed upon him for the bulk of his 
career at the company - “They let me work on my 
own projects," - and he talks of the culture at the 
companv that allowed him to flourish and become 
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a videogame star. "I was being rebellious to 
what was being said and what | was asked to 
do, so that's why | think they left me alone,” 
he laughs. 

Namco was richly rewarded for its hands- 
off approach to Takahashi's work. Critically, 
Katamari Damacy was widely admired and 
it became a feather in the developer's cap. It 
was an open game; a vast, ample playground 
in its own right, although very different to the 
one Nottingham's city councilors would ever 
allow him to produce. There is an innocence 
in the way in which gamers can cause havoc, 
childishly rolling up the environment into a 
big, bulging ball. It’s as if he is saying you can't 
take everything around you for granted, and 
that environments can be manipulated if you 
have the inclination to do so. 

But still, something wasn't quite right for 
Takahashi at Namco, or else why go? It is a 
question he will have been asked countless 
time since, and it's rather telling that our 
utterance of ‘Why did you leave Namco?’ is 
greeted with a smile and an audible “Oooh.” 
He begins to answer our question before 
it is even passed through the lips of his 
interpreter. "Do you want the positives or the 
negatives?” he asks us, and the look on his 
face indicates that he would like to discuss 
the latter. ‘Both,’ we answer. “Oooh,” he 
sounds, once again. 


n the aftermath of his resignation, 

Takahashi spoke of Namco having 

become a “so-so” company. He harked 
back, in subsequent interviews, to when 
Namco was responsible for Pac-Man, and 
he spoke of its once-burning desire for 
fresh ideas. Something changed, he added. 
Evervthing became too geared up for profit. 
Sequels were being demanded and he felt it 
was time to go. 

“I think in Japan there is too much focus on 
sequels,” he says. “There are too few genuine 
original games being made and, for me, that 
is why Japanese gaming is not doing that 
well at the moment. There is also more that 
| want to do in general. | studied sculpture 
at university, and | felt that | didn't want to 
commit to just videogames. | thought it was 
time to leave and explore other possibilities.” 

Japanese gaming has long hada 
reputation for leading the way in innovation. 
Titles became better designed and 
technically superior to those in the West as 
Japan charted its own course and headed 
in a different direction. But the balance of 
power has been shifting toward the West 
in recent times. In 2008 at the Tokyo Game 
Show, Square-Enix president Yoichi Wada 
said Japanese publishers were like heavy 
smokers who wouldn't change their habit 
unless a doctor diagnosed them with terminal 
cancer, and Capcom's former head of 
production Keiji Inafune says Japan is now at 
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Namco has been concentrating on the big- 
selling games. My games were not the best 
sellers. | thought maybe there was not enough 
profit in my games to keep me at the company.” 


e suggests that the freedom he was 
used to was being removed. A sore 
point was the time he was asked to 
produce a sequel to Katamari Damacy. He 
refused. He wanted to produce something 
: new. Namco agreed that he could, and said it 
0 would ask another team to push ahead with the 
: project. This upset Takahashi, who was loath to 
allow someone else to steer his project, so he 
reluctantly told his bosses that he would carry 
out their wishes. His last project for Namco was 
an iPhone version of Noby Noby Boy, a game he 
has confessed to not being satisfied with in the 
first place. 

For some time, then, it appears he has 
been unhappy. One of the problems Takahashi 
has found in the past is articulating his ideas 

: to his bosses. He says he describes them in 

0 words, and finds having to explain becomes 
a frustrating task. This much was clear when 
he was explaining the concept of Noby Noby 
Boy to us three years ago. He tried hard to get 
his point across, and eventually came up with 
‘You are a boy and you stretch’. When we later 
saw the game, we could see what he meant. 
Unfortunately, getting the concept across 
proved more difficult than even Takahashi could 
have imagined, and sales for the PSN title were 
rather poor. 

Has Namco not, then, been rather patient 
with him? "| was lucky for a long time,” he says. 
“Namco is a big corporation, so you can imagine 

how it usually works for most people. You turn 
up for work and your boss will allocate 
f. you to certain projects, and he says you 
7 
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original games being made 


that well at the 


least five years behind, with designers who 
stick to an established formula once they find 
success with a particular genre. 

"| think the Japanese industry is like a 
Zombie," says Takahashi. "We won't know 
what to do until we are at the very bottom, 
and only then can we start to look at 
where things are going wrong. But when 
we go down, we see new technology like 
PlayStation Move and then things pick up a 
bit. We never hit rock bottom, and it’s like a 
Zombie that never dies. It needs an injection 
of life.” 

Whether or not Takahashi has timed 
his departure from Namco to 
perfection is for him to 
ultimately decide. Certainly, 
he has big hopes for his new 
company, Uvula, but he also 
has new responsibilities. Just 
hours after our interview, he 
was told he was a father after his 
wife gave birth to a baby boy. It is 
something of which he is acutely 
aware. 'l have only really just quit 
Namco so it doesn’t feel real yet,” he 
admits. “The biggest impact on my life 
so far is not having a regular income, but it 
was a decision | had to make.” 

For all his desire to explore new worlds 
and seek adventure, this most creative of 
gaming auteurs understands why Namco 
has moved in a direction he is not keen on 
backing. “Namco has grown and grown,’ he 
explains. “It has become a huge corporation, 
and companies are after profit. It’s a time 
of economic difficulty in the world, and so 
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s operated outside of that system, 
ao لم‎ and | could come up with my own 
projects and work on those with 
little interference — but it can't last 
forever.” 
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Language Barriers 
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his English is getting better. He puts 
gether when indicating how 
English, but it soon becomes 
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Keita'e Playground 


KEITA ۹ MAIN project IS 


hi playground at Woodthorpe Grange, 
ie 


Nottingham. It was first ‘alee 5 
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Simons got the ball rolling‏ ا 
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a playgro 


with Nottingham City Council, who 
agreed it would be a great idea. 
Since then, Takahashi has produced 
a whole series of designs, which he 
showed off at GameCity in October this 
year. Some of them have been rejected 
or amended for Practicality reasons — a 
climbing frame, for instance, was due to 
be 20 metres high but has been scaled 
back to 12 — while others, including a 
circular slide, a rotating swing and plans 
to incorporate the Park's trees into the 
Playground have been Positively received. 
“Most of the designs were produced 
in my mind from the Start, but some 
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There is a real sense that Takahashi's love 
for videogames is not as strong as it once was. 
Three years ago, things were very different. His 
enthusiasm for Noby Noby Boy was matched 
by the excitement of seeing games such as 
Portal. He said then that he saw a good future 
in gaming, both for him and the industry, and he 
warned against trying to Hollywoodise games, 
saying players wanted developers to produce 
something unique and fun. Fast-forward to the 
present day, and we sit in front of a Takahashi 
who delivers a startling fact midway through 
our interview, during a discussion about the 
future of games consoles and whether or not 
innovations such as PlayStation Move, Kinect 
or 3DS excite him or push his creative buttons. 
"| don't own any gaming platforms,” he laughs. 
He looks intently at the interpreter as she 
delivers this astonishing line and then he looks 
our way, gauging our reaction, watching as the 
jaw drops before smiling and whispering, in 
English, “Too expensive.” But is that really the 
case or is he just not bothered? 


e says the current consoles don’t 

really interest him. He has previously 

spoken of motion control as being dull 
and now lacking innovation, and he doesn't 
particularly see 3D games as the future. “I do 
like games and l intend to make another game, 
but which platform | will work on is not my 
priority," he says. "I come up with a strong 
idea and then | look at the most suitable 
platform after. | don't look at it the other way, 
but then I'm also not thinking purely about 
games at the moment. I’m also interested 
in developing something surrounding social 
networks like Facebook.” 

However, he dismisses out of hand any 
suggestion he may make a Facebook game 
with a shake of the head. His interpreter 
elaborates and tells us that he is developing a 
new social network service rather than content 
for existing ones. It is a project he has just 
begun, so he has to keep the details secret. 
“Sorry, Takahashi shrugs, in English. 

And yet gaming is not too far from his mind. 
If he is to produce another game, it will be 
based around music or dancing, but he savs 
inspiration usually comes to him in a flash, so 
that may well change. Following his decision to 


leave Namco, he has spoken to many people 
in various fields, and he has ensured he has 
many different projects to tackle. “Inspiration 
comes from the most unlikely places,” he 
offers. “When | produced Katamari Damacy, 
the idea just came into my mind when | was on 
atrain. Nothing specific inspires me. | could be 
jogging or speaking to my wife. ۱ am not the 
type to sit at my computer all day. Sometimes | 
work, making documents on my computer, but 
work time is all day for me. l'm always thinking 
of ideas. That's the reflective thing." 

Takahashi says he has been enjoying his 
time in England (“but it is very cold,” he says), 
and he heaped praise on GameCity. It took 
director lain Simons a whole year to persuade 
him to visit Nottingham but, since then, he has 
returned two more times, and he appears at 
home in the laid back, creative atmosphere of 
the four-day event. "It's a nice festival because 
it's a decent size,” he says. “It’s not too big, not 
too small and it’s quite local. There are also a 
lot of developers who travel from overseas, 


“With Katamari Damacy, the 


specific inspires me. | could be 





E Takahashi envisages 
a series of cylindrical 
climbing blocks of 
various heights. 





and it is important to see the different 
perspectives. A lot of games are just things 
you play on a screen by yourself, so these 
events let you meet people in the real world, 
and that’s important.” 


akahashi has issues with screens. He 
T they present an unnecessary 
barrier. "| would like to remove the video 
from videogames and look at them purely 
as games,’ he says. “I want to encourage the 
industry to look at fresh concepts that are 
not just on screen. It's why | am enjoying the 
playground project, and | just feel that people 
in the gaming industrv are working towards 
producing something others can enjoy; it 
seems a shame to limit that to videogames.” 

If there is one thing that a festival like 
GameCity does, it’s to present gaming for 
serious discussion, and that seems a million 
miles away from Takahashi's current desires. 
"If you discuss gaming too deeply, you can 
become too serious,” he says. “But my feeling 
is mixed because there is a deeper art. | do find 
that we can be too serious, but at the same 
time it is a good opportunity for people to come 
together to talk about topics.” 

And he certainly appeared to be having fun. 
He spent much of his time decorating a lounge 
space set aside for him in a large tent that 
was placed in Nottingham's main square. He 
created a landscape, complete with a sleeping 
bear on a wall that was six metres wide. “It’s 
like something a child drew,” he says, before 
sitting on the floor and posing for photographs. 
He enthusiastically agrees to the suggestions 
made by our photographer and throws in some 
improvisations of his own, all the way laughing 
and smiling in a carefree manner. 

Takahashi now has the complete freedom 
he so craves. But where does that leave the 
Japanese gaming industry? We ask him what 
Japan needs. His eyes widen, he ums and he 
ahs. “You?” we suggest and he begins to laugh. 
“No, no, no,” he protests, and it is evident that 
he is happy, perfectly content and in no rush to 
start programming. But you can be sure he 
will settle down and produce another game 
in due course, if only to help inject life into 
that zombie. And it will be a moment 
to savour. 
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